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Introduction 



We think of this book as a conversation, one that began several years 
ago in a meeting of NCTE's College Section Steering Committee. We 
had been talking about the nature of the discipline: hew teachers at 
meetings of NCTE, CCCC, and the like discussed what they were doing 
in their writing clas^^s but rarely talked about what they were doing 
in their literature classes. This thought led us to reflect upon the past 
twenty years or so — a time in which the field of composition theory 
has been tremendously active. This activity, expressed in the quality 
and quantity of journal publication as well as in conference programs, 
has had a powerful effect on the way writing is taught in our classes. 

in the past two decades literary theory has also emerged as a vigorous 
and exciting field. Yet the vigor and excitement have not inspired 
widespread conversation about the teaching of literature. Unlike com- 
position theory, contemporary literary theory has remained somehow 
remote from our talk about classroom practice. 

Given this remoteness, this apparent lack of connection between 
literary theory and our pedagogical practice, why not, we thought, 
initiate a conversation about the teaching of literature? Why not propose 
that NCTE sponsor a series of annual Summer Institutes, and to these 
Institutes bring the country's finest literary critics as seminar leaders? 
They could give morning discussion/lectures that would serve as the 
focus of formal conversations taking place in afternoon discussion 
groups. And why not do all this in a setting that would inspire informal 
conversations during dinner or while walking about in some pleasant 
place — perhaps, ideally, an ocean beach? The result of this discussion 
was the annual Summer Institute for Teachers of Literature to Under- 
graduates, held in June at Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. 

This book is an extension of the conversations that took place at 
the first two Summer Institutes, held in June of 1987 and 1988. These 
Institutes focused on current topics in the teaching of literature: post- 
structuralis' ^ cuhural criticism, reader-response theory, and issues of 
gender and the canon. As we read the essays again we remember the 
setting and hear the voices of the seminar leaders and the participants — 
often dis?greeing with one another, often worlds apart in background 
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or professional situation. As in the Institutes, so in this book: there is 
energy and there is goodwill, but there is not consensus. 

The first section of the book, "Aspects of Contemporary Critical 
Theory," draws chiefly on the presentations of the seminar and discus- 
sion leaders. Myra Jehlen, as she did at the first Institute, begins our 
project by discovering an assumption shared by Institute planners and 
the editors of this book: the belief that multiple, or new, critical 
perspectives will somehow liberate empower, change. She warns us of 
the limits of this belief We need to understand, she tells us, that even 
in a classroom informed by the latest, and by multiple, critical per- 
spectives, the voices of the disenfranchised are not present. The voice 
of authority is the voice of Mark Twain — not Jim, not Huck, 

Jane Tompkins follows with an essay, an edited transcript of her 
June 1987 talk, that gives us a remarkably lucid explanation of a 
subject which by its very nature resists explanation: post-structuralist 
criticism, »5he concludes, surprisingly, that we *'can't apply post-struc- 
turalism to literary texts." Though Walker Gibson and Joseph Dupras 
make the attempt in their essays in the latter part of the book, the 
silence of the other authors on this subject suggests that she may be 
right. 

Next, Steven Mailloux, in an essay that evolved from his talk at 
Myrtle Beach, gives us a history of reader-response theory, suggests its 
likely future trajectory, and sets both past and future in the context of 
institutional culture. Henry Louis Gates, Jr., editor of the forthcoming 
Norton Anthology of Afro- American Literature, follows with an argu- 
ment for a rethinking of the canon and an inside look at the process 
of creating such a new canon. James Raymond's essay begins to develop 
a radical critique of the impulse to create a canon, seeing such an 
impulse as a potentially damaging exercise of authority; and Janet 
Emig's essay asks what now seems the inevitable question: why is it 
that ^ur new interest in theory seems to exclude learning theory? As 
we listen to the voices in this section, we feel ourselves at the beginning 
of a movement whose shape we cannot yet clearly discern. The text is 
dethroned; New Criticism is not *'truc'' or "false,'' but is a cuhurally 
situated set of assumptions about the nature of texts, readers, and the 
transactions between the two. Now our reading of texts is infused by 
readings of our situation—as we operate within or among cultures and 
institutions. Literature is no longer a simple, discrete entity. It is an 
aspect of a larger system, one that includes not only texts and readers 
but the cultures that produce both. The study and teaching of literature 
have become more complex and, we imagine, actuallv and potentially 
more rewarding. 
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The second section, "Teachers' Vcicesr is composed of essays by 
those who responded to our invitation to tell us about their reaction — 
as teachers— to recent developments in critical theory. The writers in 
this section who attended one or both of the Myrtle Beach Institutes 
have written essays that can be read as responses to the arguments, 
pei-spectives, and materials they encountered at these meetings. Thus, 
some of the essays in this second part were spun off directly from one 
or more of the Institute sessions. Others began as written correspor dence 
that evolved into essays, and a few came from teachers who did not 
attend either of the Institutes but who became engaged in con versations 
that began there. These are the teachers whose understanding of 
contemporaiy critical theory will inform reading lists, sy'labi, writing 
assignments—pedagogical goals and strategies. These are the people 
whose students, and whose students' parents, read Bloo-.n and Hirsch. 
The voices of these teachers remind us of this important truth: English 
is a discipline that is fundamentally connected to teaching in a way 
that the physical, natural, and social sciences are not. Literary theory 
must somehow relate to our teaching, or it dies— cut at the root. The 
teachers in this second section have re-theorized their practice in a 
variety of interesting and creative ways. 

Steven Lynn begins this section by providing what many participants 
at the Institutes felt we should have provided but did not: a quick 
sense of how different critical perspectives might inform one's teaching 
of a single work. Later in this section, Irene Goldman tells us how 
women and feminist teachers can come to terms with the masculine 
presence in Walden: Warren Rosenberg describes to us the difficulty— 
and excitement—of bringing new works into his course in American 
literature: Jane Rose outlines the way in which cuUural criticism helps 
us read, appreciate, and therefore teach Rebecca Harding Davis's "Life 
in the Iron-Mills"; Nancy Vogel describes the process she follows as 
she attempts to create a gender-balanced syllabus; and L!oyd Dendinger 
explains that he will, and should, continue to teach the traditional 
canon in his nineteenth-century American literature course. Walker 
Gibson and Joseph Dupras both integrate post-structuralist assumptions 
into their teaching, despite what Jane Tompkins has argued eariier— 
that you can't, really, "apply'' post-structuralist criticism to literature. 
Gibson describes post-structuralist moves he makes as he teaches Pride 
and Prejudice— finding authority for these moves in the work of the 
Sophist Protagoras; and Dupras argues that "Porphyria's Lover" must 
be approached deconstructively, and that to do otherwise is to practice 
what he calls "texticide"— the teacher's appropriation, and stifling, of 
the text. Jo^l Wingard describes for us the dynamics of his move from 
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a New Critical teaching stance to one that is founded upon reader- 
response and cuhural criticism. Bobby Fong writes to us fiom the 
perspective of the liberal arts college, where English departments are 
small, course offerings are limited, and the "add-on" strategy available 
at large research institutions is not available. And Judy Arnold and 
Ben Howard write to us from the perspective of the teacher at the two- 
year college, where the study of literature is required but is often not 
well received. 

The voices in this second section come from many different kinds 
of institutions: the two-year college, the small four-year liberal-arts 
college, the state college/university, and the **flagship" research campus. 
We are pleased and proud to have this measure of diversity represented 
here. It makes for a rich and lively conversation. We invite tlie readers 
to join the conversation as they read, as they write, and as they teach — 
and perhaps as participants in future Summer Institutes. 



I Aspects of Contemporary 
Critical Theory 



T 



1 Literature and Authority 



Myra Jehlcn 



Myra Jchk^i is professor of English at the University of Penn- 
sylvania, where she normally teaches two courses each semester- 
one graduate and one undergraduate. In both her teaching and 
scholarship, she examines the relation of literature and culture. 
Of her teaching and scholarship she writes, "My most recent 
direction has been backwards, through the colonial period in 
America and before that to the sixteenth century and the emerg- 
ence of a European world empire, which is the context in which 
I think America is most fully seen " 

Author of Class and Character in Faulkner's South, Professor 
Jehlcn has recently published American Incarnation: The Individ- 
uai the Nation and the Continent, a study of the ways that 
assumptions about the nature of America and Americans inspire 
the form as well as the content of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century writings. Her current research is on the period of discovery 
and exploration. 

Professor Jehlen's essay is a revision of the talk she gave as 
the opening of the first NCTE Summer Institute. As she began 
speaking, those of us who had planned the meetings knew, from 
our own reactions and those of the participants, that the Summer 
Institutes were going to be successful. Her talk, a cultural critique 
of our activity as teachers of liierature (and organizers of institute 
programs!) generated a lively hour-long discussion that ended 
only because of the hour (10:30 p.m.) and because we had to 
prepare for Jane Tompkins's presentation at 8:30 the next morning. 

The author thanks Houston Baker and Jane Tompkins, also 
speakers at the 1987 Institute, for their comments on her talk- 
comments that have contributed to the development of the essay 
published here. 

The theme of this Institute might be put simply, it seems to me, as the 
exploration of other ways of reading, and of teaching others to read. 
Beyond this, by specifying three of these other ways, the Institute also 
projects a stance toward them, for it r^^lativizes them and all but 
explicitly enjoins against adopting any one as a new orthodoxy in its 
turn. In exploring other ways, the Institute would appear, then, to be 
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making a general philosophical point about the value of such exp o 
rations in general, as a way of multiplying perspectives and of keeping 
them multiple* This seems all the more to be the intention in that 
each of the approaches by itself asserts that the meaning of literature 
arises out of multiplicity and the contemplation of otherness. Thus: 

• Post-structuralism starts from the definition of an irreconcilable 
difference between word and object, of an uncloseable distance 
between self and other, as the very inspiration and engine of 
language. 

• Reader-response theory focuses on the inevitable presence in every 
literary act of one other, or another group, equally engaged in the 
world of the text — its readers^ 

• Cultural criticism is inspired by the perception of the inescapable 
multiplicity of culture and its constitution precisely out of inter- 
actions. 

By proposing these three methods of reading literature as newly 
enriching for both teacher and student, then, the Institute can be seen 
as projecting a notion of permanent otherness, a little like Trotsky's 
concept of permanent revolution, in that otherness and the perception 
of otherness are cast as permanently beneficial to society rather than 
as temporary disturbances to be overcome. 

But of course there is nothing Bolshevik about the notion of 
permanent otherness. It is a perfectly solid liberal notion that might 
be summed up in the slogan "Everyone is different." Different and 
proud of it: my daughter's nursery school teacher tried once to reassure 
her that although she could not be the Princess in the class play but 
only a grape on a moreover silent bunch, this was of no moment 
because **everyone is special." At the age of four, however, few have 
the patience for paradox. My daughter wanted to be especially special 
and, refusing to try to be anyway the best grape she could, she sulked. 

This was many years ago, before the lessons of the civil rights 
movement and the women's movement had altogether sunk in. Teachers 
probably soothe baby ^gos in other terms now, perhaps by promismg 
them that "no one is speciaP" since everyone is incomparably different. 
I doubt that solves the problem better, however: any four-year-old will 
see at once that all the same or all different, universal or unique, the 
problem is still who gets to be the Princess. 

Not only nursery school tots but undergraduates as well can observe 
that in the world out there some different equals are more equal than 
others, and indeed less different. My purpose here is to question whether 
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it may not be disingenuous to respond to this political common sense 
with examples of literary pluralism and demonstrations of the ways 
novels, poems, and plays subvert social hierarchy In itself it is surely 
a good thing to recognize the complexity of literature's relation to 
established authorities and for students whose social identity does not 
permit them to identify with established authority to discover their 
nonauthorized ways and views encompassed by that complexity. But 
by itself this is as well a paradoxical thing. For in reassuring our 
students that literature, which they thought categorically beyond them, 
does encompass their experiences, and has often been written by people 
who shared these experiences, we may be implying more of equality 
than literary difference can quite bestow. Even with the spotlight upon 
her, is a grape ever a Princess? Current critical methods do seem 
particulariy useful for changing students* relations to literature; it is 
certainly possible to translate the concepts of deconstruction, of reader- 
response theory, and of cultural historicism into empowering new ways 
of reading. But if some students go on sulking, complaining that 
literature is for others, meaning not for them precisely because they 
are "others," they may have a point. 

Listen, for instance, to the objection of one very bright student who, 
led to believe that he was reading about life in a way that might help 
him in his, stopped cold when he found that the hero with whom he 
had identified was not after all his semblable. For when the Widow 
Douglas first read to Huckleberry Finn from the book about "Moses 
and the Bulrushers,*' he was "in a sweat to find out all about him.*' 
But "by-and-by she let it out thai Moses had been dead a considerable 
long time"; so then, he explains, "I didn't care no more about him; 
because I don't take no stock in dead people." 

Now, Huck was alienated from literature under conditions much 
like those we are planning here to create. The Widow Douglas was 
never a New Critic, and whik a firm adherent of the canon, she read 
always in relation to history and life. She certainly encouraged Huck 
to interpret the text in the light of his own life, as he did the story of 
the baby Moses drifting helplessly down the stream. Indeed the success 
of the widow's teaching is evident later when her pupil turns out to be 
an astute critic of Emmelinc Grangerford's poetry, the key to which 
he discerns, without benefit of Freud, is a luxuriant death-wish. For 
that matter, the best short critique extant of any work may well be 
Huck*s reading of Pilgrim's Progress, which he sums up as a tale "about 
a man that left his family it didn^t say why." Huck's perception of the 
excluded term in the story, the suppressed question which is in fact 
Bunyan's central assertion— namely that henceforth the individual will 
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seek salvation individualistically and thus ontologically apart from 
family and community to whom he expressly docs not owe explana- 
tions — reflects a powerful deconstructive capacity. Indeed Twain seems 
to grant Huck the ultimate critical power when he gives him control 
of the novel's language. In the terms I have been using, Huck Finn 
has appropriated literature and rewritten it in his own words. His 
interpretation works at such a bauc level that the interpretation becomes 
the novel. 

Almost becomes the novel. Let us look at a passage in which Huck 
appears in full command of his story, so that it seems to be fully the 
story. Dramatizing the reversal of authority Huck is here describing 
exactly the type of characters who would conventionally be describing 
him: 

Col. Grangerford was u gentleman, you scc> He was a gentleman 
all over; and so was his family. He was well born, as ihc saying 
is, and thai*s worth as much in a man as it is in a horse, so the 
Widow Douglas said, and nobody ever c^onied that she was of 
the first aristocracy in our town; and Pap he always said it, loo, 
though he warn*l no more quality than a niudcal himself. 

It is possible to spend an entire class just on the **you see" in that 
wonderful sentence. This simple, friendly direct address to the reader 
accomplishes Twain's entire revolution: appropriating the Colonel as 
the object of Hack's conversation with the reader, it demotes him 
radically in the structure of the narration so that we look down on 
him. Without the "y<>u see," Grangerford would have remained our 
superior as, following Huck's gaze, we (Huck and the reader) looked 
up. But Huck's interpolation, telling us instead to look across at him, 
creates a mutual space that is the new site of value and summons the 
Colonel onto this site for us to scrutinize. In short, ihe phrase '*you 
see" frames values in the passage the way Huck's narrative voice frames 
the whole story The demoting effect of the frame is evident in the n^^xt 
sentence as well as in Huck's insistence that the Colonel was a gentleman 
''all over" and so was his family both additions actually subtracting 
from the Colonel's status. Finally the expression "as the saying is" 
appended to the assurance that he is "well born" seals Huck's conirol 
while it reduces the cavalier to equine status: he is as good as a horse, 
not a jot less, and if you don't believe it ask the Widow Douglas and 
Pap, the two characters whose judgment the book values least. 

Having established the principles of Grangerford's distinction, Huck 
proceeds to illustrate it: 
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Col Grangcrford was very tall and very slim, and had a darkish- 
paly complexion, not a sign of red in ii anywheres; he was elean- 
shaved every morning all over this thin face, and he had the 
thinnest kind of lips, and the thinnest kind of nostrils, and a higii 
nose, and heavy eyebrows, and the blackest kind of eyes, sunk 
so deep back that they seemed like they was looking out of caverns 
at you, as you may say. His forehead was high, and his hair was 
gray and straight and hung to his shoulders. 

And so on . . , descending down the man in a parody of a top-to- 
bottom medieval portrait which buries the neo-feudal Grangcrford by 
praising him. For the pil^d-on authorities of the first passage, Huck 
now substitutes his own detailed observations which work to the same 
effect. His scrupulous description of the Colonel's "darkish-paly com- 
plexion" entirely vitiates the traditional spiritual import of a "pale 
complexion'' with the literalizing and materializing explanation that it 
had "nv-^t a sign of red in it anywheres." The incarnation of the cavalier 
convention, the Colonel is confirmed in every trait and in and by every 
trait debunked. Huck*s common man's sense penetrates the pretenses 
of the master class and demystifies them; he explodes the genteel 
cultural hegemony; his is the point of view and the vision of the 
"other" In his mouth, conventional diction is made deconstructively 
self-reflexive to reveal its ideological artifice. 

But not to him, Huck does not know that he is doing any of this, 
for he intends and believes the opposite. He admires the Colonel 
V \ceedingly and is only concerned that his description does not do the 
paragon justice. That the description does full justice to an absurd 
bully would much surprise and sadden Huck, who is entirely sincere 
in urging the reader to believe that Grangcrford "was as kind as he 
could be" "You could feel that, you know [note the direct address 
again, as in ''yow see"], and so you had confidence." "Confidence" 
calls attention to the delicate machinery of the first-person narration 
whose ability to inspire confidence is crucial to the viability of the 
story. Now, we do have confidence in Huck: we are dazzled by the 
keenness of his observation, and we trust him always U\ tell the truth. 
But when here he seeks to realize that confidence in a community of 
judgment or an interpretive community, we realize that we have in 
fact no confidence in him at all — not, that is, in his conscious judgment, 
in his consciousness. At times Huck judges belter thai; he knows, but 
what he knows is all too plainly wrong. Indeed the passages we have 
just been considering instruct us to reverse Huck's evaluation as 
completely as we accept his facts. The Colonel appears exactly the way 
Huck says, the passage tells us, but he is the opposite. 
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Hack sees right and understands wrong. Those familiar with the 
story will recall that the same conjunction operates a few pages eariier 
when Huck admires the splendors of the Grangerford parlor, which 
features among other display items a crockery cat and a crockery dog 
who squeaked "when you pressed down ... but didn't open their 
mouths nor look different nor interested." This is because, Huck 
explains, "They squeaked through underneath,'' Another visitor to the 
plantation house would not have told us that, would not have penetrated 
to this level of the parior/te:;t. But if we therefore derive this insight 
from Huck, the admiration that inspires these exact observations is 
also the ground on which we reject his judgment. He is similarly 
impressed by a clock that will strike a hundred and fifty when 
particulariy well-wound, as by plaster fruit "much redder and yellower 
and prettier than real ones is." Here again, he sees the difference 
between the real and the artificial with utter clarity, and unlike his 
betters he never conceals the line between them. In that sense we see 
through his eyes in opposition to the visions of the self-deluding and 
pretentious Grangerford. But the clearer Huck sees, the more clearly 
we perceive the errors of his cultural and aesthetic judgments. 

In short, Huck has the power of sight but still lacks cultural and 
political power. He is not and could not be the author of the text that 
centers on him. He does not have final autiiority The distinction 
between Huck Finn's sight and his judgment is a matter of authority, 
and this is also the theme of the Grangerford passage. The Colonel has 
but to knit his eyebrows for everyone to fall in. In the last sentence 
the planter's authority assumes even divine proportions: "When he 
turned into a cloud-bank it was awful dark for a half a minute and 
that was enough; there wouldn't nothing go wrong again for a week." 
Now, by the time we read that last sentence, in our eyes the Colonel 
has been, on the contrary, stripped of all authority He has been made 
a figure of fun, an absurd mannequin of a grandee, a humbug. And 
this is the direct result of Huck's description: in that sense Huck has 
exposed the sham. But from Huck's perspective the passage ends not 
with Grangerford's exposure but with his tiiumph, almost his apotheosis. 

Through a reversal that essentially negates the book's initial reversal 
of narrative power, Huck's granting of authority to the Colonel in turn 
strips Huck's authority In the end, the authority of the passage rests 
neither on the upper-class Colonel nor on lower-class Huck, but on 
the author whose presence is realized in the reader. So that we end up 
reading against Huck— and in that sense not too differently from the 
v/ay we would have read a conventionally narrated text, that is, a text 
narrated by a character of the class and culture of the author and 
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reader Huck's vernacular voice, which ostensibly articulates an alter- 
native perspective— the perspective of an alternative class — actually 
serves as a way for the alienated middle-class author and reader to 
criticize their own class from within. Such criticism disputes rather 
than challenges authority; at any rate it does not constitute an alternative 
authority, for it represents dissent but not necessarily another perspec- 
tive, let alone a revision. 

There is perhaps nothing very surprising in a white middle-class 
male author confirming the authority of his kind even as he criticize**' 
it. But the possibility that literature as such, even written by authors 
who not only describe others but are themselves other, confirms 
authority is more troubling. If different characters fail to achieve full 
narrative power in the works of writers like Emily Dickinson and Amiri 
Baraka — whose works this Institute studies — or like Frederick Douglass, 
the implications for a pluralistic criti:ism are truly disturbing. 

In Douglass's Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, the ability 
to read and write is directly the key to freedom, to autonomous 
selfhood. Yet in one often-cited passage at whose conclusion Douglass 
explicitly grasps a pen to tell the slave's own story — to tell his own 
slave story — the issue of linguistic authority remains at least ambiguous. 

The passage describes Douglass's early childhood, thus taking up a 
conventional autobiographical issue in the emergence of personal 
identity. Slavery of course makes of the process a cruel parody: 

As to my own treatment while I lived on Colonel Lloyd's 
plantation, it was very similar to that of the other slave chil- 
dren. ... I was seldom whipped by my old master, and suffered 
little from any thing else than hunger and cold. I suffered much 
from hunger, but much more from cold. In hottest summer and 
coldest winter, 1 was kept almost naked — no shoes, no stockings, 
no jacket, no trousers, nothing on but a coarse two linen shirt, 
reaching only to my knees. I had no bed. I must have perished 
with cold, but that, the coldest nights, I used to steal a bag which 
was used for carrying corn to ihe mill. I would crawl into this 
bag, and there sleep on the cold, damp, clay floor with my head 
in and feet out. My feet have been so cracked with frost, that the 
pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes. 

In recalling his agonized childhood, Douglass strives for an objectivity 
somewhat like Huck's, the narrative stance of the reliable truth-teller. 
The tone of moderation throughout should lend authority to the boy 
Douglass's clearly different outlook on his society — were he able to 
communicate it. But consider the last two sentences of the passage, 
where structurally the description makes its culminating claim for a 
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radically and catastrophically distinct vision. The slave child here 
described to an audience of authoritative persons assumes the posture 
of his abjection: prone on the floor, his head concealed and only his 
feet visible, he is asleep, unconscious of the readers' consciousness, 
which is, in the moment of reading, preternaturally heightened. There 
is a painful irony here: the unseeing and silent being in the flour bag 
draws our sympathy in a way that, if it does not confirm, does not 
challenge his slave status of object. 

I do not mean to suggest that Douglass thus demeans slaves or his 
childhood self; on the contrary he scrupulously avoids the sort of 
projection that would appropriate the boy's consciousness and that way 
erase its diflference. For how is the ' oy to be described as different 
when much of his difference consists of conditions of being that are 
not communicable in the language of the text? The boy is not only 
illiterate, he does not know that literacy exists. He does not even really 
comprehend what it is to be a slave; as Douglass describes it, perhaps 
the crux of slavery is not really knowing the conditions of one's being. 
How can the language of the text communicate the boy's vision of 
things from within, that is, as an act of authorship? Certainly slaves 
were depicted in literature, famously by Harriet Beecher Stowe only 
five years after the publication of the Narrative, But Stowe describes 
Tom from her perspective, not his. The boy Douglass obviously had a 
fully constituted language in which he expressed himself to his fellow 
slaves, but this language is not that of the Narrative. Indeed it is a 
language largely defined by its inaudibility in the frequencies of the 
dominant language. 

Douglass goes far toward solving his problem in the last sentence of 
the paragraph: *'My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the 
pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes.'' From the 
perspective of his new identity, as no longer an illiterate slave but an 
educated freeman who, much to the point, is here writing in his persona 
as an abolitionist-sponsored lecturer to white audiences, he can become 
the translator, a mediator between the muteness of a being as other as 
the enslaved child he once was and the constrained eloquence of the 
free adult he is now. (Actually, the not-quite-free adult: historians have 
described Douglass as increasingly resentful of the limited role in which 
the abolitionists cast him, giving him as it were a script rather than 
admitting him tc the company of the writers.) But even in the measure 
of his freedom, he remains less free as a writer to transmit this freedom 
to his slave character He is constrained by history and society beyond 
any individual's ability to transcend. 
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It is not, or not only, because Mark Twaiii was not of Huck's class 
that he did not grant him the authority of his text. In a sense Frederick 
Douglass cannot fully appropriate the authority oi his own text: the 
language in which both Twain and Douglass write will not let them 
give over authority to those whom that language hai cxr'Mded from 
power. Even when the authors want to bestov iheir own .lority on 
others, they cannot, or not beyond certf»i.i limits: Douglaa:> can lay the 
pen with which he is writing in the gashes of the boy's feet; he cannot 
give the pen into the boy's hands. 

For the boy's self-description exists, as it were, on the other side of 
the mirror. If we imagine literature as a mirror— which is not to say 
an objective camera but an engine for reflecting the life of society, and 
in the process reflecting vpon it— if then we imagine literature as a 
minor, we might describe the inspiration for the present Summer 
Institute as the recognition that mirrors face one way, into rooms. Not 
only do they not reflect what goes on outside the rooms, they deny 
that there is an outside. In that the room they mirror constitutes their 
entire universe, they project it as universal. But for every inside there 
is an outside, and for every insider an outcast. Less melodramatically, 
for every one there is an other, another person or clas s or race or 
gender or philosophy. The unifying aim of the diverse methods of 
criticism currently ascendant seems to me to be the desire to read not 
only the "one" but the "other," and this not only for the sake of the 
other but in order to understand the one more fully, to see it and its 
room in the context of the house and the street il inhabits. 

But this excellent aim, which sounds entirely achievable in that it 
seems to incorporate fundamental liberal principles of pluralistic un- 
derstanding, may be quite impossible to achieve. On the evidence of 
two children, one "white trash" and the other a "nigger," both thus 
named for their exclusion from the room of American culture, the 
dominant one may not be able to understand others, or at any rate 
others in their own terms. Consider what would happen were Huck 
Finn to control the paragraph we have been examining On one hand 
we would finish reading admiring Colonel Grangerford; on the other 
we would find him entirely opaque, not only failing to see through 
him but not even seeing that there was anywhere to see through to. In 
Mark Twain's control, the meaning of the passage emerges precisely 
from the act of seeing through; it arises in the space between Huck's 
meanings and Mark Twain's. Huck admires the Colonel, Twain abhors 
him; by manipulating Huck's admiration. Twain transforms it into an 
irony that Huck ignores. The drama of Grangerford's exposure, there- 
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fore, is played out between Mark Twain and the Colonel. Any play 
between Huck and the Colonel would in fact negate this one precisely 
by removing its ground, the distance that does not exist for the 
quintessentially naive Huck, the distance between appearance and 
reality. Where would Mark Twain be without that distance? He would 
be out of the room: out of Huck's room, as Huck is out of Twain's, 

Similarly the experience of the boy Douglass is for the adult Douglass 
an experience of unconsciousness (emblematically represented in the 
reversal of his body in the bag). That is, the essence of the boy's 
consciousness is for the adult its unconsciousness. From another 
perspective, the adult does not exist for the child, who therefore cannot 
represent the adult's Narrative, 

I am suggesting, reluctantly that otherness cannot be represented in 
its own terms in the voice, the language, the literature, of the dominant 
observen An author is always an authority and can cease to be an 
authority (and thus cease to dominate those whom his or her authority 
controls) only by ceasing to be. This is admittedly a rather abstruse 
syllogism, but its interest is quite practical, having to do with the 
practice of criticism and the possibility of reading through to genuinely 
other perceptions of the world than those that currently dominate our 
culture. Still more practically, it has to do with how we represent 
literature to our students as it reflects their lives, life in general, and 
all possible worlds. In our desire to teach them to read more pene- 
tratingly and to see in literature — whether canonical or non-canonical — 
the expression of other visions, stressing the "other'' as it might 
complicate their visions— whether dominant or marginal—do we imply 
a freer literature than we have or can have? Do we in our desire to 
empower our students conceal or anyway fail to reveal to them the 
reality of power? And do we fail to show them how authority works, 
so that, to return to the point of origin, we finally are obfuscating the 
nature of authority even as we urge our students to grasp their own? 

An incident in my class several years ago has come retrospectively 
to seem more disturbing than I then thought it. I was teaching 
Huckleberry Finn and using its story line to represent the general nature 
of plots as meaningful, intentional constructions. Having discussed 
Huck's inferior social status as a device that enabled the novel to be 
radically critical of its society, I asked the class why Twain might have 
had Huck run away with Jim? Why not with Tom? Seeming a little 
embarrassed on my behalf, a student promptly offered to explain: "It 
was Jim that Huck met when he was leaving town. He didn't meet 
Tom." 
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That answer no longer seems as funny as it did at the time. Then 
it seemed evident that the student's unwitting wit lay in mistaking 
Twain's story for history. In that sense, her error would entail failure 
to recognize the authority of the story's inventor, and therefore the 
way the plot was his meaningful invention. It is doubtless important 
to correct such errors and to make clear the difference between fiction 
and reality. I would still try to teach that lesson, but perhaps with a 
more complicated sense of its import, for this particular instance of 
taking story for history involved as well taking one story for another, 
Huck's story for Twain's and Huck's authority for that of his author, 
so thyt Huck became autonomous and his novel an autobiography, 
Necuicss to say, the same i 'udent read the portrait of Colonel Gran- 
gerford as genuinely admiring and was both impressed and a little 
intimidated by that cartoon cavalier. Told that the description was 
ironic, she balked: Huck was too right to be so wrong; indeed he was 
for her the most trustworthy voice in the novel, and not only as 
observer but precisely as interpreter. She was sure that in Huck's place 
she would !iave seen things as he did. This is my question: what was 
I teaching her by insisting that this was not the way the novel saw 
things, that though it saw through Huck's eyes, it also looked through 
Huck? 

To be sure I was trying to teach her that literature is a construction. 
But to the extent I succeeded, I also taught her that tn read properly 
one has to identify with those who construct it, who are its real authors 
and authorities. I taught her simultaneously to understand what Huck 
and Jim stood for and that neither was to be listened to. In retrospect 
this seems to me a problematic and even a contradictory lesson if I 
intended also to teach her to listen to other voices and to see how 
literature contains many voices. A little teaching may be a dangerous 
thing, and the students who learn to discount Buck's values as they 
smartly distinguish his ideology from his innate powers of perception 
may be both empowered by this new skill and disempowered by it. 
They are disempowered by coming to trust Mark Twain's authority 
not only over Huck's but over their own authority as well, insofar as 
they recognize themselves rather in Huck than in his author (or in 
Twain's Huck-like aspects than in his empowered and established side). 

What to do? One can hardly teach naivete. Artists can be primitives, 
but teachers cannot. Besides, the power that emerges from an identi- 
fication with Huck is dangerously illusory. But if we cannot back, 
perhaps we can go forward. Forward would mean showing students 
not only how to discern Mark Twain's voice in The Adventures of 
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Htickleherfy Finn but also how to hear the way the authorial voice, 
which invented Huck and in part projects itself into Huck's voice, also 
suppresses it — thus teaching them not to hear Huck's voice, which is 
inaudible, but to listen to its silence; to see not the other side of the 
mirror, which is invisible, but the opaqueness ot this side. I am 
suggesting, in short, that while it is all to the good of our students and 
to oui own good to become more and more sophisticated readers, it 
would be good also to become more aware of the limits of reading as 
they embody the limits of our culture, which in turn is defined not 
only by its possibilities but fully as much by its prohibitions. Moses 
began his journey as a helpless babe, but he ended it as the very type 
of the autocratic patriarch. It was not his first subjection but his later 
authority, the authority of **dead people," that the Widow Douglas 
invoked in her effort to **dvilize" Huck. Huck's naive rejection of 
Moses could at the last rejoin the ultimate sophistication. When it 
comes to it, the operative difference between grapes and Princesses is 
that grapes speak very little if at all. This is common sense that no 
education should unteach. 



2 A Short Course in 
Post-Structuralism 



Jane Tompkins 



Jane Tompkins is professor of English at Duke University. She is 
author of Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American 
fiction, 1790" I860, and editor of Reader- Response Criticism: 
From Formalism to Post-Structuralisnh In addition, she has writ- 
ten articles on a wide range of subjects, including canon formation. 
Uncle Tom's Cabin, the American Indian in history and literature, 
and the use of the personal voice in academic criticism. 

She teaches courses in American literature, popular culture, 
and women's studies, and is now completing a book on the 
Western, seen from a feminist perspective. The book's title: West 
of Everything: The Construction of Male Identity in American 
Popular Culture. 

Professor Tompkins's essay is a transcribed, edited version of 
the talk she gave at the 1987 NCTE Summer Institute, Those of 
us who were there remember this as a remarkable morning, one 
in which we were given the background we needed to begin to 
understand post-structuralist criticism. 

We thank Lloyd Dendinger, whose essay is included later in 
this volume, for his foresight in recording Professor Tompkins' 
talk, and the editorial staff of College English, who edited the 
transcription of the tape. The essay is reprinted from the Novem- 
ber 1988 College English. 



Introduction: The Post-Structuralist Challenge 

Post-structurali:-.m might be described as a challenge to the accepted 
model of reading and of criticism. The traditional ^^application" model 
of literary criticism puts in the number one spot the reader in the 
number two spot, the r>ietho(l or approach; in the number three spot 
the text (what we read); and in the fourth spot, the reading (or what 
comes out the other end). To give these terms somewhat different, 
more philosophical or exalted, names, we might call the reader the 
^'subject" or the "selC the "I-who-reads''; the method could be called 
**the interpretive framework"; we could call the text ''the object," so it 
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sounds more philosophical and abstiact; and we could call what comes 
out the other end, when the subject lakes the framework and applies 
it to the object, the "interpretation/' Such an understanding of reading, 
as a process of application, implies that critical modes can be ac;sumed, 
applied, and then dropped: post-structuralism on Monday, reader- 
response criticism on Tuesday, cultural criticism on Wednesday The 
reader is thus a dramatic persona who picks up each one of these 
systems, like a pair of eyeglasses, and looks through it at the text to 
filter the interpretation. In other words, there are four discrete entities: 
the reader, the method (post-structuralism, feminism, Marxism, psy- 
choanalytic criticism, diltural studies, etc.), the text {Heart of Darkness, 
or whatever you happen to be reading), and what emerges as an 
interpretation. 

Now, the significance of the post-structuralist model is that it collapses 
all four of these entities into a simulta.*city, into a single, continuous 
act of interpretation so that, instead of four discrete items in a row — 
subject, method, object, interpretation — all are part of a single, evolving 
field of discourse. In effect, post-structuralism collapses position one 
(the reader) into position two (the critical stance), and then both into 
three — which is also four. It does this by asserting that we — you and 
I, the reader or subject and the "text," or any object "out there''~are 
not freestanding autonomous entities, but beings that are culturally 
constituted by interpretive frameworks or interpretive strategies that 
our culture makes available to us, and these strategies are the only way 
that we have of conceiving who we are, of thinking or of having a 
"self/' The objects of our gaze are likewise constituted by these 
interpretive strategies. The things that we see, the things that are given 
to us, are already articulated according to some preexisting interpretive 
framework or system of differentiation. 

This is the post-structuralist territory, more or less, for which we are 
headed, and it is necessary first to establish a way of talking that allows 
you to understand what it means to say things like "discourse repro- 
ducing itseltV or "a reader who is constituted," or "objects that are 
constituted by an interpretive f:"amework." In order to see how post- 
structuralism arrives at such a conclusion, I am going to read closely 
two texts: Saussure^s Course in General Linguistics and Derrida's 
"Diflerance." 

Ferdinand de Saussures Course in General Linguistics 

Saussure is where post-structuralism starts; everything follows from his 
Course in General Linguistics, Saussure begins by laying down some 
general principles: ''Some people regard language, when reduced to its 
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elements, as a naming-process only— -a list of words, each corresponding 
to a thing that it names" (1959, p. 65). For example, everybcly assumes 
that tree means something growing out there, just as dog refers to a 
four-legged animal. This is the model of language that pretty much 
everyone still carries around in their heads, whether they've been 
studying post-structuralism for twenty years or have only begun to 
study it today. We all act on the assumption that language is made up 
of words, and words refer to things; the words are there, they are 
perceptible, we know what they are and can point to them on the 
page, and the things referred to are there too. You can indicate them; 
tables, chairs, rugs, microphones, and so forth. This commonsense 
understanding of what language is and what the world is like is the 
one that we normally operate with, indeed, have to operate with. 

It is this idea of things in themselves and words in themselves that 
the Course in General Linguistics wants to undo. The founding principle 
of Saussurean linguistics — the principle that acts as a wedge driven 
into this commonsense idea and which, when driven far enough, will 
break it up completely— is, as Saussure tells us very clearly, "the 
arbitrary nature of the sign." The arbitrariness of the sign is the one 
principle from which everything else in Saussure follows. 

What is a sign? A sign as Saussure defines it is a concept (or what 
he calls a "signified") plus a sound image (that is, the psychological 
image of the sound that the word makes when we pronounce it, or the 
"signifier"). When he talks about the arbitrariness of the sign, Saussure 
means that there is no natural relationship between the concept and 
the sound image— -"the bond between the signified and the signifier is 
arbitrary" (p. 67). He says, 

The word arbitrary . . . calls for comment. The term should not 
imply that the choice of the signifier is left entirely to the speaker 
(we shall see below that the individual docs not have the power 
to change a sign in any way once it has become established in 
the linguistic community); I mean that it [the signifier] is un- 
motivated, i.e., arbitrary in that it actually has no natural con- 
nection with the signified, (pp. 68-69) 

In other words, there is nothing about the tree that necessitates that it 
be represented by t-r-e-e, as we well know, since in French it's arbre. 
in Italian albero, and in Latin arbor, and so on. So there is no necessary 
connection between the concept "tree" and the sound used to designate 
that concept. The only connection between the signifier and the signified 
is convention — not logic or rationality; there is no rule, no way to 
deduce a binding method from anything. Rather, it's usage, tradition, 
that connects the sound imjige to the concept. 
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However, this is not to suggest that the speaker can choose to assign 
freely any signifier-sound to any concept-signified: 

The signifies though to all appearances freely chosen with respect 
to the idea that it represents, is fixed, not free, with respect to 
the linguistic community that uses it. The masses have no voice 
in the matter, and the significr chosen by language could be 
replaced by no other, (p. 71) 

That is, although the bond is unmotivated, arbitrary, and although 
there is no natural connection between the sound image and the 
concept, it is nevertheless fixed within an individual system of language. 
From this initial observation, that the sign is arbitrary, Saussure takes 
a very important step. He talks about language as a system of pure 
values: 

This distinction has to be heeded by the linguists above all others, 
for language is a system of pure values which are determined by 
nothing except the momentary arrangement of its terms. A value — 
so long as it is somehow rooted in things and in their natural 
relations, as happens with economics (the value of a plot of 
ground, for instance, is related to its productivity)— can to some 
extent be traced in time. (p. 80) 

Saussure contrasts what he calls a system of pure values, in which 
there is no necessary relation between the value of an item and anything 
else in the world— it's just defined by convention — with a natural 
concept of value, which he represents by the idea of a piece of ground 
having some value connected naturally to it by the extent to which it 
is productive. It is a very important distinction. t 

In language, values are not natural in the sense that they are already 
implied in a pre-existing object; they come about only by convention, 
are stipulated from the start. Saussure gives some illustrations of what 
j.e means by arbitrary value in language when he talks about the way 
in which we, for instance, distinguish the singular from the plural. He 
talks about the way in which the plural of the word foot is formed. At 
one time the difference between foot (singular) and feet (plural) was 
indicated in the following way: ""fot\ "^fbti"" (p. 83). Over the course of 
time the singular comes to be distinguished from the plural in a different 
way: singular jht, plural jh, or what we now call foot/feet. This is an 
illustration of the arbitrary or unmotivated character of the sign in the 
sense that the opposition between fot and fhti on the one hand, is no 

t Lalcn posl-sirucluralism will challenge the naturalness of the very distinction 
Saussure invokes to establish the character of the arbitrary or conventional (i.e., the 
nature-culture distinction), but this move presupposes and derives from the initial 
Saussurean insight. 
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better than the later./?)/ and jh on the other, enabling us to distinguish 
the singular from the plural. 

Thus there is no natural value of the plural built into a particular 
sound It is only **the opposition of two terms [that] is needed to 
express plurality" (p. 85). Linguistic value is a matter, then, that is 
determined by the ways in which something can be distinguished from 
something else, and not by virtue of the particular character of the 
things examined. Saussure offers another example of exactly the same 
kind: the nominative singular in Czechoslovakian for woman is zena, 
the accusative singular is zenu. the nominative plural is zeny\ and the 
genitive plural is zeth (The genitive plural of this word has a zero 
inflection; that is, there is no ending on the end.) Saussure comments: 
"We see then that a material sign is not necessary for the expression 
of an idea; language is satisfied with the opposition between something 
and nothing'' (p. 86). So what it is that allows us to establish the value 
of the genitive plural, zen, is not anything that is there; rather, it is the 
difference between zena and zen The nothing that is ihere, so to speak, 
allows us to distinguish the genitive plural from zena. The key concept 
here is opposition. Language works— gains meaning, carves things up, 
articulates the world— through opposition. Any opposition will do. 

Pan II of the Course in General Linguistics. "Synchronic Linguistics," 
is the essence of Saussure's theory, Saussure begins part II by reminding 
us that the sign is dual— it has two parts— and that it comes into being 
through the association of two things— the concept (signified) and the 
sound image (signifier). Sound images alone, just signifiers or "pure 
sound," in other words, are not language. Saussure believes that **a 
succession of sounds is linguistic only if it supports an idea" (p. 103). 
That is, in order for language to be language, it has to signify something. 

The next Saussurean concept to be grasped is the question of linguistic 
identity, how a unit of language can be distinguished: "The linguistic 
mechanism is geared to differences and identities, the former being 
only the counterpart of the latter" (p. 108). Now, what is it that enables 
him to say this at this point? The way that the plural feet is distinguished 
from the singular foot depends on the difference in those two items, 
not on the essential nature of feet ox foot. The identity of the plural in 
any case is a function of its difference from the singular, and only a 
function of its difference from the singular. In language, therefore, 
identiiy is a function of difference. Linguistic identity, in other words 
the signs, the words, the items of language that you perceive, does not 
exist independently, in and of itself, but only in relation to other such 
entities. And at this point Saussure gives perhaps his most efiective 
illustration of the principle of linguistic identity, his notion that in 
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language identity is only and always relational, with his great example 
of the 8:25 Geneva-to-Paris trains: 

For instance, we speak of the identity of two "8:25 p.m. Gcneva- 
lo-Paris" trains that leave at twenty-four hour intervals. We feel 
that it is the same train each day, yet every ihing— the locomotives, 
coaches, personnel— i.s probably different. Or if a street is demol- 
ished, then rebuilt, we say that it is the same street even though 
in a material sense, perhaps, nothing of the old one remains. Why 
can a street be completely rebuilt and still be the same? Because 
it does not constitute a purely material entity; it is based on 
certain conditions that are distinct from the materials that fit the 
conditions, e.g., its location with respect to other streets, (pp. 
108-9) 

In other words, the relationality of the street is what makes it the 
"street" and not the stones of the pavement. Saussure continues, 
"Similarly, what makes the express is its hour of departure, its route, 
and in general every circumstance that sets it apart from other trains" 
(p. 109). In other words, what identifies the express is its relationship 
within its system to other elements of that system. Saussure goes on, 
"Whene"er the same conditions are fulfilled, the same entities are 
obtained. Still the entities are not abstract since we cannot conce ve of 
a street or train outside its material realization" (p. 109). Keep in inind 
this notion of identity as exemplified in the illustration of the 8:25 
Geneva-to-Paris train, which is the same every day even though there 
is a different locomotive and a different engineer, different passengers 
and different personnel. It is the same because it occupies the same 
position in a system of relationships. It differs in the same way from 
all other elements in the schedule. 

In order to make this example even clearer, Saussure contrasts this 
to its opposite in an illustration of the way we normally conceive of 
identities either of words or things: 

Let us contrast the preceding examples with the completely 
different case of a suit which has been stolen from me and which 
I find in the window of a second-hand store. Here we have a 
material entity that consists solely of the inert substance— the 
cloth, its lining, its trimmings, etc. Another suit wi.ald not be 
mine regardless of its similarity to it. But linguistic identity is 
not that of the garment; it is that of the train and the street, (p. 
109) 

Linguistic identity does not reside in substance; it resides in relationality 
It resides in position-in-relation-to-something, and that position is 
defined within some system. In the case of the train, the system is the 
equivalent of the train schedule, different hours of departure, different 
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destinations, and diftlerent hours of arrival. Identity therefore is a 
function of positioning within its system. The train's timetable is a 
system which is itself organized, a principled way of making distinctions. 
So language, then, by analogy with the train schedule, is a domain of 
articulation, a way of dividing things up, a principled way of making 
distinctions. Linguistic identity or value does not depend upon substance 
or essence, on the sameness of the locomotive. It does not consist of 
the union of a particular concept with a particular sound; the partic- 
ularity of the sound has nothing to do with it. The linguistic identity 
of a word doesn't depend on the "thing itself"; rather, it depends on 
its difference from all the other words in the language. 

Saussure further demonstrates how value is constituted with another 
example, the game of chess: 

Take a knight, for instance. By itself is it an element in the 
game? ["By itself" means taken out of the game, carried in your 
pocket.] Certainly not, for by its material makeup— outside its 
square and the other conditions of the game— it means nothing 
to the player; it becomes a real concrete element only when 
endowed with value and wedded to it. (p. 1 10) 

And how does something become endowed with value? When it is a 
part of the system within which it becomes articulated in relation to 
other elements in the system. So that when a knight is taken out of a 
game of chess, it loses its value as a piece in the game. But of course 
it could acquire another value, say, a;- a beautiful carving, in which 
case its value would not be self-starting or autonomous either, would 
not reside in the thing itself but in its relationship to other carvings 
within the game called art (a game which works by its own rules of 
differentiation). The point of the chessman example is that, pushed to 
its ultimate conclusion, everything has value, but the value of anything 
depends upon the particular framework or game within which it is 
being seen. That is, as long as it is part of the chess game, the knight 
has the value of a piece that moves forward one and over two or 
forward two and over one, and so forth. Takei"* oat of the chess game 
and looked at next to some other carving, it then acquires its identity, 
its distinctness from other objects, according to the way we look at 
and judge and identify carvings, and so on. 

Similariy, to go back to the game of chess: if, for example, a dog 
came and chewed up the knight, you could replace the knight with a 
piece of chalk. Or in a deck of cards, for example, if you lose the Jack 
of Hearts, you take the Joker and write on it with your pencil "J" and 
draw a heart. The piece of chalk and the Joker serve equally well as 
the kniglu or the Jack of Hearts. That is, identity has nothing to do 
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with substance at alL Identity has to do rather with the stipulated 
position of something within a conventional system. Chalk, paper clips, 
buttons, a corn chip, whatever happens to be available, will do. Because 
what makes a knight a knight is its difference from the bishop, from 
the pawn, from the queen or king — a difference stipulated within a 
system like the game of chess. 

One of the things that post-structuralism shows us is the conven- 
tionality of aesthetic value, the sense in which aesthetic value, literary 
value, the value of sculpture, the value of painting is convciUional, 
constructed, traditional, habitual, not natural, not intrinsic. This doesn't 
mean that aesthetic value isn't **real"; this doesn't mean that in a 
particular kind of sculpture competition you wouldn't lose by entering 
a piece of chalk. But in another kind of competition you might win. 
The value of the carving is going to be judged according to the 
conventions for distinguishing value within a particular mode. You see 
how that is still another illustration of the point that, within the game 
of sculpture, there are different games being played, just as within 
literary criticism there are different games being played. If I submit an 
article to Philological Quarterly and submit the same article to Rep- 
resentations, it would be accepted or rejected depending upon the game 
that is being played within the editorial board of those two different 
quarterlies. 

But there are objections to this assertion. 

Say for instance we substitute a corn chip for the knight. Is there 
still not a whole set of associations with the knight which somehow 
cannot be replaced by the corn chip given any kind of change of 
context? Can I really replace the knight with the corn chip? In a 
momentary sense I can. Insofar as I am doing nothing but playing 
chess, replacing the one unit by the other doesn't essentially matter, I 
have only chess on my mind, and it is the only game I am playing 
(although in fact we are never in such a pure situation). However, for 
the sake of argument, in that case it makes absolutely no difference. 

As human beings, though, we are in fact — even at this very moment — 
players in a number of games at once. And to the extent that we are 
players, the objects of our perception are defined multiply by our 
participation in one or more games at the same time. To that extent, 
you can't rule out associations. But the associations that will tome 
along with the corn chip are themselves not grounded outside of games 
of a different kind. You haven't grounded the corn chip in something 
essential or natural by simply carrying some of the associations along; 
rather, those associations come from another c«^.ntext with another set 
of values, another system of differences, one that distinguishes a corn 
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chip from a tortilla chip or a nacho. (Quite a complicated system of 
differences these days.) 

Now, to recap. We started with the notion of the arbitrariness of the 
sign, of the unmotivated relationship between concept and sounc 
image, and saw that a sign is not a thing in itself Its identity does not 
spring from the it-ness of the sign; it springs from its differences from 
all of the signs that surround it, as in the case of the chessmen and 
the 8:25 Geneva-to-Paris train. And once something is isolated from 
the system, it **falls apart.'' Saussure reformulates the notion of linguistic 
value thus: 

The community is necessary if values that owe their existence 
solely to usage and general acceptance are to be set up; by himself 
the individual is incapable of fixing a single value. 

In addition, the idea of value, as defined, shows that to consider 
a term as simply the union of a certain sound with a certain 
concept is grossly misleading. To define it in this way would 
isolate the term from its system. It would mean assuming that 
one can start from the terms and construct the system by adding 
them together when, on the contrary, it is from the interdependent 
whole that one must start, (p. 1 13) 

The notion of language, in a Saussurean way of talking, becomes a 
metaphor for understanding, or intelligibility itself It happened that 
thinkers began to use a linguistic model as a way of understanding the 
process of knowledge, as a way of understanding perception. In order 
to speak of a ^linguistically operating system,'' you don t need words 
necessarily. Words are just one example of the way sign systems work. 
A verbal system— a system of articulation involving words — is only 
one kind of system of intelligibility. But all systems of intelligibility 
operate according to the Saussurean principle; that is, they are systems 
of difference without positive terms. 

Derrida's ''Dijferance** 

It is the notion of a non-centered field of signification, spreading itself 
over the entire horizon, with which Derrida begins his essay **Difrer- 
ance.'* The first point Derrida makes in **Differance" is directly related 
to the Saussurean conception of language and diflferences. Derrida has 
been talking about this word dijjerance, a word which doesn't exist in 
French spelled this way, a word which Derrida says he is only provi- 
sionally calling a word or concept. He observes that when you pronounce 
this word differance, there is no oral distinction between it and the 
pronunciation of dij^erence (an actual existing word): *This graphic (a 
instead of <?), this marked difference between two apparently vocal 
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notations, between two vowels, remains purely graphic: it is read, or 
it is written, but iv cannot be heaid" (1982, p. 3). He concludes that, 
as this silent difference demonstrates, "contrary to a very widespread 
prejudice, there is no phonetic writing'* (p. 3). On the basis of this 
simple observation, Derrida goes a long, long way There is no such 
thing as phonetic writing, the conception of writing as a visual tran- 
scription of speech, a system of visual marks that represents discrete 
sounds. Derrida points out that writing involves lots of nonphonetic 
signs, like punctuation or spacing or capital lettering, or the u after 
for example. But more important, as he points out, **The play of 
difference, which, as Saussure reminded us, is the condition for the 
possibility and functioning of every sign, is in itself a silent play 
Inaudible is the difference between two phonemes which alone permits 
them to be and to operate as such" (p. 5). The difference between Jbt 
and fOti is silent. You can't hear the difference between Jdt and Jbti. 
The difference which makes either uf these audible is itself inaudible. 
The same holds true with cat and mat. You don't hear the difference 
between c and m; what you hear are the c and the m. The difference 
is what enables us to tell the c from the m. 

Rather than the differences themselves, you heui* the words that the 
differences make available: *The inaudible opens up the apprehension 
of two present phonemes such as they present themselves. If there is 
no purely phonetic writing, it is that there is no purely phonetic phone'' 
(p. 5). That is, the sounds of the c and the m come to us by virtue of 
the inaudible difference between them, and therefore are dependent 
upon that silent play of difference. The sound itself is in a sense 
constituted by a certain form of silence. 

The meaning of these particular lines in the essay is more or less 
congruent with the way in which we have been learning to operate. 
The word differance, finally is going to be not like anything seen before 
on land or sea. At this point in the essay, the idea is being put very 
simply. Visually we can't see the difference between the c and the w. 
or between the e and the a in differance: we can see the different letters, 
and recognize that they are dissimilar, but we can't see whatever it is 
that enables us to distinguish between the two. That we don't see. We 
can see the letters, hear the sounds, but the play of difference that 
distinguishes them is itself invisible, inaudible. 

Derrida goes on to point out that differance (what allows us to tell 
the e from the a) doesn't belong to the realm of the sensible, that 
which can be apprehended with the senses. You can't see it, you can't 
hear it, you can't smell it, you can't touch it. Bui neither does it belong 
to the realm of intelligibility since the concept of intelligibility is itself 
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dependent upon the faculty of sensibility. As Alan Bass, Derrida's 
translator, notes here, "The very names by which we conceive of 
objective intelligibility are already in complicity with sensibility, TheO- 
rein — the Greek origin of 'theory'— literally means 'to look at; to see; 
and the word Derrida uses for 'understanding' here is entendement, 
the noun form of entendre, to hear'' (quoted in Derrida, f n. 5). That 
iSi there is no such thing as pure intelligibility without an anterior 
aspect. What is intelligible, is distinguishable, is distinct, articulated 
because it belongs to some system of signification (which as we 
remember is made up of two elements — a material sound element and 
a conceptual element). 

Diff^rance expresses the possibility of differentiation, the possibility 
of opposition, and so it doesn't belong to any realm that could be 
named as such. Why not? Because as soon as you want to assign it to 
a realm, say of the sensible or the intelligible, or of any two pairs, you 
have abrogated what differance itself is, that which makes any such 
opposition come into being. Dijferance is something that cannot ever 
actually be given a name because as soon as you name it, you have 
unnamed it. 

Differance is what makes linguistics different. It is, as Derrida says, 
what allows us to speak each to the other. It is what allows us to 
understand one another: *'If diffdrance}( {and I also cross out the 'is,') 
what makes possible the presentation of the being-present, it is never 
presented as such. It is never offered to the present" (p. 6). Now, don't 
be dismayed by the Heideggerian terminology of present and being- 
present. Don't be intimidated by that. We already know what this 
means, if we think of what Saussure has been talking about, of the 
nature of linguistic identity and the sign, in place of words like presence 
or being. Derrida is saying that diffdrance is what makes possible the 
presentation of being-present, that is, the possibility of opposition. It 
nonetheless never enables us to see the difference between the c and 
the m and the e and the a, or to hear the difference between them; 
differance is not something that we can either see or hear. Differance 
analogously is that which allows us to think in terms of contrast/ 
comparative relationships. It is the very possibility of thinking rela- 
tionally and, therefore, it couldn't itself evei appear. It is what enables 
other things to appear. 

And that idea then justifies Derrida in producing sentences like the 
following: "Reserving itself, not exposing itself, in a regular fashion it 
exceeds the order of truth at a certain precise point, but without 
dissimulating itself as something, as a mysterious being, in the occult 
of a nonknowledge or in a hole with indeterminable borders" (p. 6). 
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All Derrida is saying here is that as soon as we say that dijferancc\ 
because it is the very possibility of articulation, cannot itself be 
articulated, we are not then positing some sort of essential negativity. 
It is not that differance is the opposite of presence or being— absence 
or nonbeing. Now, why couldn't it be the opposite? What do opposites 
mean? Absence/presence, being/nonbeing. Differance couldn't be as- 
signed to the negative pole, since assigning it to the negative pole is to 
make it what it is not. It can't be articulated in the domain of 
oppositions. Derrida explains that **in every exposition it would be 
exposed to disappearing as disappearance. It would risk appearing: 
disappearing" (p, 6). 

As soon as v.e name the thing, as soon as it becomes the object of 
our attention, it no longer could be that which enabled us to see it. It 
would be something else. And that's why we can't name it. That's why 
as soon as it appears, it disappears. Because what it is, is the thing that 
allows things to appear 

That's why this essay is so damned hard to read! There is a principled 
reason for the maddening way in which Derrida writes. He is trying 
to talk about something that all our forms of language and thought 
prevent us from saying. And that's why he has to put himself, and us, 
through such contortions as ^^disappearing as disappearance." Yet it's 
that very sort of acrobatic attempt that makes this so exciting. Once 
you begin, youVe got to go with it. And it's also why, at least for me, 
I can never go over these materials too many times. Because the habits 
of my mind, and the habits of everybody's mind in our cuhure, are 
so against what he is talking about that we have to constantly practice 
undoing those habits in order to somehow come close to the mental 
way of going that he is ti7ing to convey So my job here is to try to 
establish what it is we are talking about in the first place. 

Let me just go back to soriething that I didn't say anything about, 
which is the is that Derrida crossed out. "If dijfjferancey^'—v/hy did 
he cross is out? Because differance does not exist in the sense that is 
exists for us. One of the questions to ask yourself when you feel you 
are getting rusty is: Why did he cross out isl Now, why can't you have 
a sentence beginning ''Differance is"; why do you have to say, "Uh 
oh" and then cross it out? It appears a little bit, it is not erased, it still 
shows through the X. That's exactly the kind of thing that we're talking 
about here. Just as you can't see or hear the difference between e and 
a. differance with an a exceeds the order of truth. It exceeds the order 
of truth because it is not an assertion, bui nor is it a negation either. 
It goes beyond assertion or positivity, and calls it into question. At the 
same time, it's not absence/nonbeing either because it's what makes 
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possible the thought of such opposition (present/absent, being/nonbe- 
ing)- 

The whole essay in a sense is about why you can*t define differance. 
If you succeed in defining it, you fail. It disappears. That is also why 
the essay proceeds in a series of maddening stops and starts, beginning 
over and over again. Why? Because there is no place to begin. Differcmce 
and the Saussurean tradition of language as a system of differences 
abrogate precisely this notion of some logical place to begin, some sort 
of absolute starting point, precisely that notion of having an absolute 
starting point. The notion of diffe^^f^<^^ cannot be buih up systematically, 
because there is no foundation on which such a logical systematic 
structure could rest. Another name for post-structuralism is anti- 
foundationalism. As Derrida says, 

There is nowhere to begin to trace the sheaf or the graphics of 
dijjerance. For what is put into question is precisely the quest for 
a rightful beginning, an absolute point of departure, a principal 
responsibility. The problematic of writing is opened by putting 
into question the value arkhe ["The Greek arkhc combines the 
values of a founding principle and of government by a controlling 
principle" (Translator's Note 6)]. What I will propose here will 
not be elaborated simply as a philosophical discourse operating 
according to principles, postulates, axioms or definitions, and 
proceeditjg along the discursive lines of a linear order of reasons. 
In the lincation of diffhance everything is strategic and adven- 
turous. Strategic because no transcendent truth present outside 
the field of writing can govern theologically the totality of the 
field, (pp. 6-7) 

There is no point to begin. There is nothing that is solid and fiim from 
which we could then somehow move to an understanding of c/zj^^^ra/zce', 
because any such thing that we could conceive of would be itself 
already an effect of diff^rance. For the same reason, what Derrida will 
be explaining here has no goal; there is no transcendent truth present 
outside the field which governs the field in its totality because such a 
goal, some final master principle, would have to be thought within 
language and so would always be at stake, rather than governed. The 
idea of a ground, insofar as it is the opposite of something that is not 
on the ground, something floating or hovering up there, has already 
then come into the domain of articulation, of oppositions, and therefore 
is ruled out as a ground. Anything that you could point to as a firm 
ground will, by virtue of being pointable to, be automatically within 
the system of differentiation, will already have been produced through 
some system of oppositions and therefore will not be able to function 
as some sort of ground of that system. Everything you can think of is 
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an effect of dijferance: nothing can finally delimit it, and it itself can't 
be grounded because it is what enables apprehension. 

So, as Derrida says, "By means of this solely strategic justification, 
I wish to underline that the efficacity of the thematic of dijjhmce may 
very well, indeed must, one day be superseded, lending itself if not to 
its own replacement, at least to enmeshing itself in a chain that in 
truth it never will have governed'' (p. 7). What !ie is saying here is 
that right now this notion, dif)hancc\ is a way into understanding, a 
conveniently elusive term that enables us to do a certain kind of 
intellectual work but which may some day lose that efficacity; it may, 
in fact, appear. That is, it may itself be taken up within some other 
more satisfactory way of understanding what's going on, a way whose 
basis would be just as unavailable to us as diffi^rance is unavailable 
now. 

At this point, Derrida sort of steps back, starts over again, and begins 
to talk about the buried meanings that are floating around inside the 
woids he has made up for the occasion. He points to the fact thai in 
French the verb differer means both tf tell things apart from one 
another in space, i.e., "to distinguish" or "differ," and "to defer," or to 
postpone or delay It implies difference both in spatial and in temporal 
terms, so that you're working with two different axes of differentiation 
in this word differance. The word hovers between a noun form and a 
verb form: the "^nce" is reminiscent of the participle anu which implies 
action, which implies agency, but the fact that it is a noun implies 
some sort of state or condition. So the word dijferance hovers also 
between being an agent and being a product or an effect, between 
activity and passivity, the act of doing and what is done. 

Derrida next shows us how the notion of deferral — temporization, 
of putting off, of differentiation in time (this is the thing that Saussure 
was not dealing with; he was dealing purely with spatial or simultaneous 
time) — how the fact that language functions in time is essential to our 
understanding of the sign. The sign, he says, stands for what is absent: 
"The sign represents the present in its absence. It takes the place of 
the present. When we cannot grasp or show the thing, state the present, 
the being-present, when the present cannot be presented, we signify, 

we go through the detour of the sign The sign, in this sense, is 

deferred presence" (p. 9). The sign defers, puts off, postpones the 
moment in which we can encounter the thing itself. Now, on this basis 
it would seem that we are dealing here with that scientific definition 
of language that Barthes spoke of, that is, language as secondary or 
provisional, merely a place marker standing in until presence can arrive 
(see Barthes 1970). 
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But Derrida turns this notion upside down by reminding us at this 
crucial moment of Saussure. He brilliantly reviews all of Saussure in 
a nutshell, by reminding us one more time that signs are arbitrary and 
ditferential, and that they are only there by virtue of differences. And 
the fact that there are no positive terms is a function of their arbitrar- 
iness. As he puts it here, in a really elegant formulation of Saussure, 
"The elements of signification function due not to the compact force 
of their nuclei but rather to the network of oppositions that distinguishes 
them, and then relates them to one another'' (p. 10). This is saying 
exactly what we were saying about Saussure all the way through our 
reading above. Derrida quotes Saussure as saying, 

Whether we take the signified or the signifier, language has neither 
ideas nor sounds that existed before the linguistic system, but 
only conceptual and phonic differences that have issued from the 
system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign contains is of 
less importance than the other signs that surround it. (Derrida, 
p. 11; Saussure, Course, pp. 117-18) 

Instead of a bunch of objects where presence is deferred, a group of 
objects being represented by a group of words that are temporarily 
standing in for them, we have the play of differences which produces 
concepts, objects, words, all forms of positivity, of presence, of every- 
thing, which are not really present but are effects of difference. In other 
words, what Saussure says about the nonpositivity of words, which also 
means the nonpositivity of objects, means that these objects, too, are 
produced through systems of articulation. There is then no difference 
between language and objects because objects are at play in a system 
of differences, too. It is not that language or a word is taking the place 
of something; it's that anything that is perceptible is dependent for its 
being there upon its position within a system, and there isn't anything 
else for which to wait. The sign, the thing that is articulated by the 
system of differences, is all that there is, and, therefore, language is not 
secondary, is not provisional, is not just marking time or keeping a 
place until the thing itself arrives because things themselves are lin- 
guistically constituted. And the world itself is a discourse. 
Next comes the hardest passage of all: 

It is because of dijffhaftce that the movement of signification 
is possible only if each so-called ''prcscnt" element [that is, the 
sii^nj. each element appearing on the scene of presence, is related 
to something other than itself, thereby keeping within itself the 
mark of the past eicment, and already letting itself be vitiated by 
the mark of its relation to the future element, this trace being 
related no less to what is called the future than to what is called 
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the past, and constituting what is called the present by means of 
this very relation to what it is not: what it absolutely is not, not 
even a past or a future as a modified present, (p. 13) 

Okay, this is really only a philosophical and happy way of talking about 
the difference between zena and am. That is, zen as plural is present 
to us because we know it by what it is not. Derrida is radicalizing the 
force of that idea by saying thai whatever is present is there only 
because of its relation to all the things that it is not. Ii is radically 
dependent for its identity on what is not itself. A linguistic unit is 
definable only by its dissimilarities to other beings, which are in turn 
dependent for their identities on their dissimilarities to other beings. 
So there are no positive terms, only differences. Just so, Derrida is 
saying, the present is constituted only by virtue of its relation to what 
it is not itself, i.e., the past, the future; its identity rests on what is 
non-identical to itself. It is radically constituted by what it is not. To 
read on: 

An interval must separate the present from what it is not in order 
for the present to be itself, but this interval that constitutes it as 
present must, by the same token, divide the present in and of 
itself, thereby also dividing, along with the present, everything 
that is thought on the basis of the present, that is, in our 
metaphysical language every being and singularly substance or 
the subject, (p. 13) 

What's going on here? The present itself is divided by virtue of its 
radical depetidence on the other — the past, the future— which is nec- 
essarily implied; there is no present without past and future; therefore, 
it is radically dependent on those things which it is not. For its very 
existence it depends on things that it is not and, therefore, if it is 
divided within itself, it is not whole, it is not unitary. What it is, it is 
only by virtue of what it is not, and, therefore, it does not have a kind 
of unitary being: it is split. Everything that is thought on the basis of 
the present, which is to say, everything, but in particular substance 
(which is to say, objects) and subject (that is to say, selves), is similarly 
self-divided. We are effects of dijjerance and are inscribed in a chain 
of signification that is always being reborn, insofar as language is always 
being spoken and beings are always being produced, and it is the same 
for the **object** that we *'perceive.'' 

Here Derrida is really driving the Saussurean notion of language as 
a system of differences without positive terms to its furthest limit. That 
is, insofar as anything that is, is by virtue of dijjerance. by being 
different from what it is not; insofar as it exists, it represents the 
cleavage between itself and what it is not and, therefore, is, in a sense, 
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divided within itself. Anything that can be thought of— his great example 
is the present— anything that we can think of, we always think of as 
in the present, as existing in time, being right there. Insofar as there is 
no present in and of itself, there is no ''right there" that isn't constituted 
by a relation to a past and a future; just so, anything that can be 
thought of on the basis of the present, such as "object," such as "self," 
is similarly self-divided, similarly radically constituted by what it is 
not. 

Let me quote from another passage, where Derrida focuse^^ on the 
subject — that is, on the reader, on the self, on us, whoever we are: 

The subject (in its identity wiih itself, or eventually in iis con- 
sciousness of its identity with itself, its self-consciousness) is 
inscribed i.i language, is a "function" of language, becomes a 
speaking subject only by making its speech conform — even in so- 
called "creation," or in so-called "tran.sgression" to the system of 
the rules of language as a system of differences, or at very least 
by conforming to the general law difje^ance. (p. 15) 

Insofar as we think of ourselves, as we can have any notion of ourselves, 
that notion is itself, of course, inscribed in language, is an effect, always 
produced and at stake in the game of clifferance. Insofar as you can 
think of yourself or be aware of yourself, you are aware of yourself 
from within some particular way of thinking about yourself, the way 
that our culture happens to make available to us one particular way 
(a way which we happen to know now has been changing over the 
centuries). 

People's conceptions of what it means to be a "self," to be a person 
or an individual — even the word indiviciual~hsi\Q a particular loaded 
quality. That is an historical notion, a notion which has been changing 
in the course of history, just as our ways of dividing up the world, of 
articulating the world, have changed. And so our very selves are at 
stake in this game of language, are vulnerable to the play of differences 
that make possible our apprehending anything, including anything that 
we apprehend about ourselves, including ''ourselves." 

Derrida then answers the objection "But isn't there a self before 
language, isn't there something there that is going on inside our heads 
that is independent of words?" 

Such a question therefore supposes that, prior to the sign and 
outside it, excluding any trace and any diffcrance, something like 
consciousness is possible. And that consciousness, before distrib- 
uting its signs in space and in the world, can gather itself into its 
presence. But what is consciousness? What does "consciousness" 
mean? Most often, in the very form of meaning, in all its 
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modifications, consciousness offers itself to thought only as self- 
presence, as the perception of self in presence, (p. 15) 

In other words, I think '^consciousness'' by thinking that I am in 
some way present to my "self: 

Thus one comes to posit presence— and specifically consciousness, 
the being beside itself of consciousness — no longer as the abso- 
lutely central form of Being but as a ''determination" and as an 
"effect;' (p. 16) 

Conclusion: Returning to the Beginning 

This returns us to my introduction. The point I want to make here is 
that you can't apply post-structuralism to literary texts. Why not? 
Because to talk about applying post-structuralism to literary texts 
assumes the following things: (1) that we have freestanding subjects, 
(2) that we have freestanding objects of investigation, (3) that there are 
freestanding methods, and (4) that what results when we apply reader 
to method and method to text is a freestanding interpretation. This 
series of assumptions revokes everything that Derrida is getting at in 
"Differance," and that is implicit in Saussure's theory of language. 
Once you've acknowledged that language is a system of differences and 
that all articulation proceeds on a model of language, the substantiality 
of the self and of the object it perceives dissolves. Instead of the self 
and/or the object of perception, you have effects of language, language 
which is always in process, always modifying itself. The self and its 
percepts, its objects, are simultaneous products of discourse, embedded 
in and articulated by systems of differences that are culturally specific, 
that is, by the thousands of rules that tell us how to tell an e frorn an 
a, foot from feeL These are all learned, not natural but given to us by 
our culture. 

As we read literary texts, then, *'we'' are not applying a "method"; 
we are acting as an extension of the interpretive code, of those systems 
of difference that constitute us and the objects of our perception 
simultaneously. We don't have access to the codes that constitute us, 
to the whatever it is, differance. that enables us to tell an o from an e 
and a c from an /«. Remember, that which enables us to see opposition 
is itsc^lf not visible. What enables us to hear the difference between c 
and e and a, is not audible, is not available to us; we can't see it, 
much less apply it. We are extensions of it. As soon as you unearth 
the interpretive system, the system of differences that has governed 
your perception of something, that has made you able to see something. 
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it no longer does. You are now able to see it by virtue of some other 
system of differences, which is what makes you able to see this one in 
front of you. 

And that is why you can't ^""apply post-structuralism." You are being 
constituted by some system of articulation, or some other code that 
now allows you to see the one that you've just uncovered. If you self- 
consciously apply a method to a literary text, both the text and the 
method have already been constituted by you, by the systems of 
difference that allowed you to be aware of them in the first place* They 
are already the product of interpretation before you have even begun 
to apply the one to the other. So is the "you" who does the applying, 
insofar as you are the object of your own thought. It is in that sense 
that we have ended up by collapsing reader, method, text, and inter- 
pretation into a continuous act in which discourse reproduces itself. 
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Steven Mailloux is professor of English at Syracuse University, 
where he has just completed a three-year term as chair of the 
English Depaitmenl. During his tenure, the department estab- 
lished a new undergraduate major in English and Textual Studies, 
one that reconceptualizes the literary studies curriculum as a 
**culiure studies'' program. 

He is the author of Interpretive Conventions: The Reader in 
the Study of American Fiction: Rhetorical Power; and Interpreting 
Law and Literature: A Hermeneutic Reader At Syracuse he teaches 
a freshman course called ^'Reading and Interpretation: From 
Language to Discourse," and upper-division courses such as 
American Cultural Rhetoric" and "Studies in Hermeneutics" 
At the grac uate level he teaches a course titled ^'Contemporary 
Rhetoric: Theory, Interpretation, Politics" 

The essay that follows is an expansion and a deepening of the 
materials Professor Mailloux presented at the NCTE Summer 
Institute in 1987, where he accomplished a wonderfully lucid 
review of reader-response criticism in a three-hour morning lec- 
ture/workshop. 

The goal of reader-response criticism is to talk more about readers 
than about authors and texts. During the last twenty years such talk 
has involved a diversity of tropes and arguments within the institutional 
activities of literary criticism, history, theory, and pedagogy In this brief 
essay I analyze early forms of this diversity in the 1970s and suggest 
some new turns reader-response criticism has taken in the 1980s. 

Rhetoric as trope (figurative language) and as argument (persuasion) 
provides the framework for my discussion of reader-oriented criticism. 
Rhetoric presents a useful conceptual bridge from the linguistic and 
philosophical topics of post-structuralism to the material and political 
concerns of cultural criticism. That is, the rhetorical tradition has 
returned again and again to the very questions that now preoccupy 
such discourses as deconstruction and ideology critique, having often 
focused on the former*s questions about the grounds of knowledge 
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claims and the role of tropes in the communication (or troubling) of 
textual meaning, and the latter's questions about the grounds of political 
action and the role of persuasion in a text's ideological effects. It is 
precisely these rhetorical concerns with tropology and anti-foundation- 
alism and with ideology and politics that seem lacking in most reader- 
response criticism of the 1970s. Instead, the predominant rhetorical 
focus of mcist reader criticism was the issue of how the literary text 
did or did not directly affect its readers during or after the reading 
process. In re trospect, this rhetorical focus appears to have accomplished 
three things within academic literary study: it provided a decade of 
intense arguments about a limited number of theoretical topics; it 
extended without radically altering the practice of close reading within 
literary criticism; and it presented a renewed institutional justification 
for a student-centered pedagogy 

The Old Rhetoric of Reader Talk 

The easiest way into reader-response criticism is to view it within the 
rhetorical context of American literary criticism in the late 1960s. At 
that time, despite various foreign and domestic challenges, New Critical 
formalism continued to provide the most influential tropes for critical 
practice and theory: the literary work was figured as an organic unity, 
a well-wrought urn, or a verbal icon, and criticism was equated with 
close reading or objective analysis of this artifact. In most versions of 
New Critical formalism, such metaphors for literature and definitions 
of criticism focused attention on the text in and of itself, emphasizing 
the objective meaning contained in the work and rejecting as evidence 
for correct interpretation historical background, the testimony of au- 
thors, or any response statements by readers. 

In fact, the discourses placed under the banner of "New Criticism" 
differed in many important lespects, but such diversity counted for 
little within the rhetorical context of academic criticism in the late 
sixties. Reader-response approaches, like other challenges to formalist 
orthodoxy treated New Criticism monolithically and picked out of its 
theoretical manifestos a limited number of doctrines that it then used 
strategically to position itself as a "new" approach to academic literary 
study Chief among these foregrounded doctrines was the New Critical 
rejection of the "Affective Fallacy." 

In the opening sentences of their influential 1949 essay, Monroe 
rieardsley and W. K. Wimsatt summarized their formalist fears about 
"obstacles to objective criticism" (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1954, p. 21). 
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First, there was the dange: of the "Intentional Fallacy^ defined as "a 
confusion between the poem and its origins," and then there was the 
"Affective Fallacy... a confusion between the poem and its results 
(what it is and what it does)V It was exactly this rhetorical topic — 
what a text does to a reader — that reader-response criticism came to 
take as central to its critical project. But, according to New Criticism, 
any approach that interpreted literature in terms of its effects on readers 
committed the Affective Fallacy, which inevitably led to critical "impres- 
sionism and relativism." Indeed, Wimsatt and Beardsley claimed, the 
outcome of bolh fallacies is "that the poem itself, as an object of 
specifically critical judgment, tends to disappear." These anxieties about 
disappearing texts and unconstrained interpretations were constitutive 
of the rhetorical context of literary theory when a new focus on readers 
reading began to be promoted in the late sixties. 

The most vital theoretical phase of this reader-response critic, jm 
extended from about 1970 through 1980, from the initial impact of a 
new reader-oriented criticism through publication of the retrospective 
collection Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Struc- 
turalism (1980b), edited by Jane Tompkins. The theoretical debates of 
this period were defined ahead of time by a rhetorical situation in 
which New Criticism, under attack for years, still defined the terms of 
theorizing about literature for most professors of English. And most 
telling for the arguments of reader^response theory was the New Critical 
designation of the Affective Fallacy as ''a special case of epistemological 
skepticism" (Wimsatt and Beardsley, p. 21). As we will see, the most 
prominent reader-response critics of the 1970s felt it necessary to 
respond to the latter charge of relativism as they promoted specific 
kinds of reader talk in literary study 

But the rhetorical context of the early seventies was not constituted 
simply by what was explicitly foregrounded in theoretical debates. 
Equally important was what remained excluded and forgotten. Reader- 
response criticism of this early period acknowledged some precursors 
to its focus on readers reading, but it strangely overlooked one of the 
most influential reader ciiiics of the previous thirty years: Louise 
Rosenblatt. It will be my speculative argument here that Rosenblatt's 
work and its implicit neo-pragmatism had to be "forgotten" in order 
for the new reader-response criticism to establish its theoretical ethos 
and carry out a decade of intense theoretical debate over the question 
of its "epistemological skepticism." Put most simply: Rosenblatt's prior 
dismantling of the reader/text distinction had to be ignored in order 
for a certain kind of theoretical work to be done, and that theoretical 
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work needed to be done, it was thought, in order to provide a foundation 
for reader talk in criticism and pedagogy. 

Literature as Exploration first appeared in 1938. Thirty years later, 
immediately before the rise of a new reader-oriented criticism, Rosen- 
blatt published a revised version, in which she explicitly adopted the 
transactional vocabulary of John De^vey and Arthur F Bentley's Know- 
ing and the Known (1949). In a footnote citing this pragmatist text, 
Rosenblatt explains that 'The usual terminology— e.g., *the reaction 
of the reader to the literary work,' *the interaction between the reader 
and the work,' or references to *the poem itself — tends to obscure the 
view of the literary experience presented here. ... In various disciplines 
transaction is replacing interaction, which suggests the impact of distinct 
and fixed entities. Transaction is used above in the way that one might 
refer to the interrelationship between the knower and what is known. 
The poem is the transaction that goes on between reader and text*' 
(Rosenblatt 1968, p. 27n). Here Rosenblatt allies her reading theory 
with the pragmatist rejection of traditional epislemology and the 
separation of the knower from the knov/n, the subject from the object. 
Figuring the poem as a transactive event, Rosenbiatt set aside before- 
hand the very question that fueled the next decade of reader-response 
critical theory: is it the reader or the text that determines interpretation? 

This question assumes that the reader and the text are **distinct and 
fixed entities" and that the job of reader-response theory is to figure 
out which is in control. To ask this question is to accept Wimsatt and 
Beardsley's foundationalist concern over *'epistemological skepticism." 
It is precisely such foundationalism that pragmatism refuses to take 
seriously More exactly, pragmatism denies the subject-object split and 
rejects the notion that there needs to be a theory of knowledge that 
regulates the relationship between a knower and an object known. In 
explaining their tr'\nsactional framework, Dewey and Bentley define 
•'self-action" as the view that things act under their own powers, and 
**inter-action" as the view that '*thing is balanced against thing in causal 
interconnection." They then replace both views with a notion of trans- 
action, **where systems of description and naming are employed to 
deal with aspects and phases of action, without final attribution to 
'elements' or other presumptively detachable or independent 'entities,' 
'essences,' or 'realities,' and without isolation of presumptively detach- 
able 'relations' from such detachable 'elements' " (1949, p. 108). In 
another place the authors define transaction as the "knowing-known 
taken as one process in cases in which in older discussions the knowings 
and knowns are separated and viewed as in interaction" (p. 304). 
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In an appendix to Knowcr and the Knomi Dewey observes that 
separating the subject and the object has led to a long tradition of 
epistemological controversy over the relation of the knowcr to the 
known, a controversy in which **the problem of problems was to 
determine some method of harmonizing the status of one with the 
status of the other with respect to the possibility and nature of 
knowledge." Dewey suggests that the debate has reached a deadend: 
"It is • , . as if it had been discovered that the competing theories of 
the various kinds of realism, idealism, and dualism had finally so 
covered the ground that nothing more could be found to say" (p, 322). 
Dewey and Bentley tried to displace such foundationalist theorizing 
with their transactional argument for not separating subject and object, 
and Bentley observed with pleasure in a 20 April 1950 letter to Dewey 
that Rosenblatt was "all excited about applications of Knowing and 
the Known to literature" (see Rosenblatt 1978, p. xiv). But such anti- 
foundationalist theorizing certainly didn't convince everybody Wimsatt 
and Beardsley published "The Affective Fallacy" — with its foundation- 
alist worry over "epistemological skepticism" — in the same year as 
Knowing and the Known, and twenty years later reader-response theorists 
were to spend a decade arguing over the same problem. All these new 
theorists seemed oblivious to Rosenblatt's neo-pragmatist attempt to 
dissolve the problem by refusing to separate the reader and the text. 

A Review of Reader-Response Criticism 

The canon of reader-response criticism was established by a series of 
retrospective collections, overviews, and reading lists of the early 1980s. 
The texts most often included in this canon were authored by David 
Bleich, Norman Holland, Wolfgang Iser» Stanley Fish, and Jonathan 
Culler. As we will see, these five critics varied widely in their different 
theoretical assumptions, critical strategies, and pedagogical practices: 
but because in varying degrees they all explicitly rejected New Critical 
formalism, they were grouped together under the rubric of "reader- 
response criticism." This naming process is, in fact, a very important 
aspect of how institutional practices get modified within academic 
literary studies. As with the label "New Criticism" decades eariier, 
"reader-response criticism" covered over many differences among critics 
but gave a certain kind of institutional leverage and rhetorical power 
to an array of new theories and methods* During the seventies it was 
more important that reader-response critics rejected the "Affective 
Fallacy" than it was that they did so in sometimes contradictory ways* 
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In an overview {Interpreiive Conventions) published in 1982, I 
presented a chart that attempted to map out the similarities and 
differences among the most important reader-response critics. A version 
of this chart (Fig, 1) is siill useful, I believe, not only for its intended 
purposes but because it stands as an emblem for the exclusions alluded 
to above: tropology, anti-foundationalism, ideology, politics, and Ro- 
senblatt's transactional theory. Each of these exclusions enables a certain 
kind of theorizing to continue, a kind quite important to the reader 
talk of the seventies. In my reuse of the chart here I mention in passing 
how each of these exclusions functioned to enable the rhetoric of 
reader-response theory and practice. In what follows I will not do full 
justice to the complexity and sophistication of these reader-response 
critics, and I will only gesture toward how some of them have revised 
their approaches in the 1980s, My main goal is simply to provide an 
introduction to reader-response criticism by describing in schematic 
form the rhetorical context of reader talk in recent literary studies. 

Subjectivisr^i 

We can begin with David Bleich's subjective criticism. In books such 
as Readings and Feelings {1975) and Subjective Criticism ( 1978), Bleich 
insisted that teachers and critics should start their talk about literature 
with the individual reader's response. He argued again and again that 
the literary text exerts no constraints on the individual reader and that 
there is no such thing as an objectively correct interpretation. The 
worst fears of the New Critics were realized in Bleich's theorizing: "The 
poem 'tself, as an object of specifically critical judgment, tends to 
disappear'' (Wimsatt 1954, p. 21). Bleich rejected the formalist worry 
over impressionism and relativism by embracing with glee these dual 
dangers of the Affective Fallacy. However, despite this radical rejection 
of formalism, Bleich still accepted the foundationalist alternatives of 
New Criticism: his subjectivism simply reversed its objectivism. Rather 
than displacing the reader/text framework entirely, as Rosenblatt often 
did, Bleich made one of its poles — the reader — completely dominant, 
mirroring in his theorizing the New Critical move to give complete 
dominance to the opposite pole — the text. 

Bleich's early theory of reading elaborates a three-step process. First 
you have the original individual I'eading experience, which he calls 
'*symbolization;' Then there's the reader's attempt to articulate that 
reading experience in the act of "resymbolization." In the classroom 
situation, this resymbolization involves the writing of response state- 
ments by individual student-readers. It is this aspect of Bleich's theory 
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that has been most influential. Literature teachers at many levels have 
cited Bleich's work as a justification for less authoritarian, more student- 
centered pedagogy. 

The third and final stage in Bleich's model is the sharing of individual 
response statements in a process he calls ''negotiation.'* I have previously 
questioned this move from symbolization to negotiation because I 
found it difficult to understand how radically subjective responses could 
be in any sense rhetorically ''negotiated" (Mailloux 1982, pp. 32-37). 
If a process of negotiation means some kind of interpretive give-and- 
take, on what shared basis would such a process take place if there 
were nothing but individual responses to app^^il to as a basis for 
judgment? If in a particular rhetorical context ro hierarchies of critena 
or shared interpretive conventions for valid readings were even tem- 
porarily in place, how could a negotiation (a ^i ✓e-'^nd take rather than 
a show-and-tell) ever come about? Furthermore, wouldn*t the radical 
subjectivism of the theory imply that for every response statement to 
be negotiated there would be as many different subjective responses to 
that document as to the original literary text? I am now less concerned 
with these theoretical contradictions than with the pedagogical conse- 
quences of Bleich's theory. Throughout the 1970s and i980s his work 
was adapted and used to empower many teachers in their revisions of 
traditional classroom practices. 

On my chart, I grouped Bleich's subjective criticism with the theory 
of another psychological critic, Norman Holland. The rhetoric of 
Holland's transacti^^e criticism develops out of the arguments of ego- 
psychology combined with at least one significant trope from New 
Critical formalism. Rather than the text determining interpretation, 
Holland sees the reader's ''identity theme'* producing a text's meaning. 
Thus, disagreements over a text's interpretation derive from readers' 
different identity themes employed in reading. Identity themes are, in 
turn, located by reading a certain unity into the varied acts and 
attributes of a person. In fact, Holland draws an explicit parallel 
between his troping of the reader as a unity and formalism's troping 
of the text: Identity is the mi^y I find in a self\{ I look at it as though 
it were a texC (Holland 1975c, p. 815). For Holland the identity of a 
reader is unique to that reader, just as for a New Critic the unity of a 
poem was unique to that poem. 

Armed with this assumption, Holland's transactive criticism has 
always done a good job explaining diflferences in interpretations: dif- 
ferent identity themes lead to the construction of different meanings 
(see, for example, 5 Readers Reading). But, as with Bleich's subjectivist 
theory, interpretive agieement has always presented Holland's trans- 
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active criticism with a problem. Once you build radical difference into 
your reading theory at its foundations, it is extremely difficult to arrive 
at a persuasive account of shared meanings and interpretive agreements. 

Bleich's and Holland's psychological reader-response criticism has 
had a very uneven effect on the discipline of literary studies. In each 
of the activities of theory, criticism, and pedagogy their psychological 
models have exerted different levels of rhetorical influence. Quite 
understandably, in the discourse of literary criticism, they have found 
few imitators. In ''Hamlet— My Greatest Creation," Holland (1975b) 
describes the way his identity theme transacted Shakespeare's text as 
his own. This is an entertaining performance but one that few others 
could or would want to bring off. New Critical admonitions against 
impressionism and relativism remain very powerful, and traditional 
and avant-garde critics continue to resist letting the text disappear 
entirely as they rely upon many formalist assumptions about what 
counts as a convincing interpretation in today's rhetorical context. In 
discourses of contemporary theory the situation is slightly different. 
Psychological reader-response theoi-y has persuaded many to take its 
work seriously especially groups of theorists devoted to exploring the 
problems of reading and interpretation. However, it has had much less 
influence than one might have thought, probably because its assumption 
of a unified reader with self-presence contradicts widely influential post- 
structuralist assumptions about a decentered self and rejections of th^ 
myth of presence. It is not that every literary theorist now agrees with 
Lacanian psychoanalysis or Derridean deconstruction; it is simply that 
critiques of the unified self have a particulariy strong rhetorical purchase 
at the present moment, and psychological reader-response criticism 
does not appear to respond forcefully to this critique of its most basic 
assumptions and enabling metaphors. Finally Holland and especially 
Bleich have achieved a significant effect in the area of pedagogy. 
Whatever one might say about their theories and critical projects, 
psychological reader-response critics have provided influential argu- 
ments for teachers at all levels who are attempting to move their 
classroom practices toward more student-centered methods and goals. 
In this way Bleich and Holland are continuing the pedagogical emphasis 
that has always distinguished the work of Louise Rosenblatt. Such 
classroom effectivity remains an important accomplishment for any 
literaiy theorist. 

The Iniersubjective Model 

More influential than psychological reader-response theorists are reader 
critics who base their work on an intersubjective model of reading. On 
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my chart (see Fig, 1) I grouped the early work of Wolfgang Iser and 
Stanley Fish in this category of reader talk, Iser borrows from Ingarden's 
phenomenology and Gadamer's hermeneutics to propose a theory of 
reading that attempts to avoid the extremes of readerly subjectivity 
and textual objectivity. He often figures the reader as a creative gap- 
filler. The reader fills textual gaps of various kinds: for example, the 
facial features left out of a character description, or a moral judgment 
implied but not explicitly stated after a particular juxtaposition of plot 
events. The presence of these gaps in the text requires that the reader 
be active, not passive, during the temporal reading process. As Iser 
(1974) puts it, "the unwritten aspects" of fictional scenes 

not only draw the reader into the action but also lead him to 
shade in the many outlines suggested by the given situations, so 
that these take on a reality of their own. But as the readers 
imagination animates these ^outlines; they in turn will influence 
the clfcct of the written part of the text, (p, 276) 

In The Implied Reader (1974) and The Act of Reading (1978), Iser 
provides detailed phenomenological analyses of the reader's literary 
experience. 

In describing this reading process, Iser often sounds much like 
Rosenblatt; 

The convergence of icxt and reader brings the literary work into 
existence, and this convergence can never be precisely pinpointed, 
but must always remain virtual, as it is not to be identified either 
with the reality of the text or with the individual disposition of 
the reader, (1974, p. 275) 

However, Iser's theory soon turns away from claims like those of 
Rosenblatt's neo-pragmatism, and instead of talking about the trans- 
action between entities that are not distinct and fixed, he talks in great 
detail about "the interaction between text and reader" (1974, p, 276, 
my emphasis). The features of the text are pre-givcn, and it is those 
pre-given features that constrain the reader's creative activity Tnus, 
instead of setting aside the problems of foundationalist theories of 
correct interpretation, he takes up their claims and skillfully crafts a 
theory that avoids the charges of "impressionism and relativism" and 
justifies the large amount of reader talk in his critical interpretations. 

Particulariy telling is Iser's theoretical attempt to negotiate his way 
around Wimsatt and Beardsley's criticism of the Aftective Fallacy He 
basically accepts their point that a focus on the results of the work is 
not the job of the literary critic or theorist, **Where their criticism is 
justified is in the fact that they regard the disappearance of the work 
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in its result as a problem — in this case — of psychology and not of 
aesthetics" Iser argues that granting this formalist point does not mean 
a prohibition on talk about the reader. He claims that his theory of 
reading does not focus on results but on how those results are at least 
potentially prestructured by the literar>' text itself "It follows that the 
reproach of the *Aftective Fallacy' cannot be applied to a theor>' of 
aesthetic response because such a theory is concerned with the structure 
of the ^performance' which precedes the eftect" (1978, pp. 26-27). Not 
only does Iser assume fixed entities that interact; he also provides a 
detailed description of the textual structures that guide the reader's 
performance. Here the neo-pragmatism seen in Rosenblatt's work is 
left far behind «ndeed. 

Whatever its theoretical underpinnings, Iser's readerly interpretations 
of fiction exerted a strong influence on many critics. Jane Tompkins 
(1980a) and others have pointed out a significant institutional reason 
for this influence and the similar persuasive force of Fish's early 
•'affective stylistics " Unlike the reader talk of Bleich and Holland, that 
of Iser and Fish enabled the continuation of the formalist practice of 
close reading. Through a vocabulary focused on a text's manipulation 
of readers. Fish was especially effectiv^e in extending and diversifying 
the formalist practices that continued business as usual within literary 
criticism. In his detailed interpretations, he constructed intricate nar- 
ratives of how a text guides its reader step-by-step through the syntax 
of sentences and the turns of longer passages. He described how a text's 
rhetoric creates a temporal pattern of responses with puzzles, revelations, 
corrections, lessons, surprises, and a wealth of other eflfects often passed 
over by critical perspectives focusing on holistic meanings. 

What such reader-response criticism claims to make visible is the 
temporal reading process, in which meaning is the product of the 
interaction of reader and text. What becomes invisible in many such 
readings is the sociopolitical context constituting the reception of a 
text at particular historical moments. This form of reader criticism 
often assumed an ideal reader unencumbered by particular character- 
istics of class, occupation, race, nationality, gender, and age. When the 
question was asked, **Whose reading experience does affective stylistics 
describe?" The answer came back, 'That of the informed reader." Such 
a response could have opened up reader-response criticism to an array 
of questions about the reading subject: how was what counted as 
^informed" for a particular text determined by sociopolitical coordi- 
nates? How were readers positioned by the ideologies of their historical 
moments in reading a literary work? 
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Structuralism and the Social Model 

Such questions as the above were usually ignored by reader-response 
critics in the seventies. Instead, questions about the informed or ideal 
reader were answered by exclusively literary answers. The most powerful 
version of this response came from Jonathan Culler, who challenged 
Fish to provide a full-blown description of the informed reader. In his 
1970 essay, "Literature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics," Fish had 
explained that the informed reader was the person with the linguistic 
and literary competencies assumed by the text (1980b, p, 48). Culler 
called Fish to account for not describing in detail the reader's literary 
competence ( 1 98 1 , p. 1 25). In Structuralist Poetics (1975) Culler himself 
attempted to use recent semiotic and structuralist theory to elaborate 
such an account of reading conventions for the lyric poem and the 
novel According to Culler, reading conventions are the shared strategies 
used for making sense of literary texts, strategies such as viewing a text 
in a specific genre, organizing meaning around a central iheme» and 
relating metaphors to each other. The set rf reading conventions that 
enabled the understanding of poems and novels constituted what Culler 
called "literary competence " Though not exclusively so, Culler's read- 
erly project focused on conventions of intelligibility for making sense 
of literary texts. He tended to treat literary competence somewhat 
monolithically; pushing to the background the political stakes of com- 
peting literary competencies. He did not emphasize how the literary 
competence he described was embedded within larger social formations 
and traversed by political ideologies extending beyond the academy 
Moreover, Culler did not question the whole linguistic project of 
formally describing what he posited as an integrated, coherent system 
of conventions. 

At least one of the reasons for backgrounding these issues is once 
again the old foundationalist fear of epistemological skepticism. In 
Structuralist Poetics Culler was espeoially interested in describing how 
his view of reading conventions did not lead to extreme relativism or 
interpretive freeplay He argued against certain versions of post-struc- 
turalism, claiming that in opening up interpretation to the play of 
signification, some post-structuralists depend on but refuse to acknowl- 
edge the shared conventions of reading. Culler suggested that such 
post-structuralist projects collapse two very different semiological ac- 
tivities: descriptions of the "implicit rules which enable readers to make 
sense of texts" and attempts "to change those rules" (p. 249). Failing 
to recognize this distinction, some post-structuralists appear to think 
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that they can change ways of reading all at once without relying on 
conventions already in place. "But by the very nature of things they 
can proceed only step-by-step, relying on the procedures which readers 
actually use, frustrating some of these so that some new ways of 
producing meaning are developed, and only then dispensing with 
others" (p. 253). 

Culler noted that one of the goals of such a reading revolution is to 
set free the "text of infinite possibilities " the "geno-text" with its hidden 
traces of all past, present, and future meanings. When a post-structuralist 
emphasizes that texts are open to this unending play of signification. 
Culler claimed, they create a problem for the activity of criticism: if 
no reading conventions are recognized as limiting the play of meanings, 
then there "is no standpoint from which a proposal could be rejected" 
(p. 247). And since post-structuralists "would not want to claim that 
their analyses are no better than any other" (p. 252), they must reject 
their own calls for interpretive freeplay and accept the fact that they 
must work within the present conventions even as they attempt to 
change them. 

This argument near the end of Structuralist Poetics points in two 
directions at once: backwards to formalist worries about relativism and 
epistemological skepticism and forward to a rhetorical understanding 
of interpretation. In the former turn. Culler seems to be at one with 
Fish's early claims about the "objectivity" of reader talk. Reader- 
response criticism is more objective than New Criticism because reader- 
oriented theory and practice include what is truly objective about "the 
activity of reading" and focus attention on "the meaning experience" 
and "the active and activating consciousness of the reader" (Fish 1980b, 
p. 44). Reader-response criticism describes this reading process, and its 
theory guarantees that the reading described is the correct one. Its 
theory claims to provide constraints on what counts as a correct 
reading — thus avoiding relativism — by positing an informed reader 
with literary competence. Culler in turn takes this competence as the 
object of his theory and in one place justifies his enterprise by arguing 
that if such competence did not exist, then literature professors would 
have no justification for their teaching: 

The lime and efibrt devoted to literary education by generations 
of students and teachers creates a strong presumption that there 
is something to be learned, and teachers do not hesitate to judge 
their pupiPs progress towards a general literary competence. (1975, 
p. 121) 

But the content of a "general literary competence" is often exactly 
what is at stake among competing perspectives in literary theory and 
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criticism. Is what counts as a valid interpictadon fo > 'ungian usually 
acceptable to most traditional or postmodern Marxisi ? Still, there is 
another way to turn Culler's preoccupation with reading conventions. 
Often in Structuralist Poetics Culler's reader talk is as much ab»^ut 
readers' talking as it is about readers' reading. That is, reading con- 
ventions are often described as the available rhetorical moves that 
Interpreters use in convincing someone else to accept their interpre- 
tations. In this sense, **literary competence" points not only to accepted 
practices of understanding texts but to ^'certain standards of argument 
and plausibility'* in debates about textual meaning (1975, p. 253). 
**Indeed, the possibility of critical argument depends on shared notions 
of the acceptable and the unacceptable, a common ground which is 
nothing other than the procedures of reading" (p. 124). Here "reading" 
refers not just to a relation between a reader and a text but to the 
discussion of texts among interpreters. 

New Reader Talk about Rhetoric 

In the 1980s reader- response critics addressed many of the issues I 
have raised. For example, in The Double Perspective: Language, Lit- 
eracy, and Social Relations (1988), David Bleich raises political ques- 
tions about reading and gender and provides a wide-ranging discussion 
of literacy and intersubjectivity In On Deconstruction: Theory and 
Criticism after Structuralism (1982), Jonathan Culler gives up his 
project of describing a monolithic set of reading conventions and 
analyzes the rhetorical reading of textual tropes by deconstruction. In 
Is There a Text in This Class? ( 1 980a), Stanley Fish rejects the objectivist 
claims of affective stylistics and takes an explicit turn toward a her- 
mencutic theory of rhetoric as persuasion, a turn more fully developed 
in the anti-foundationalist arguments of Doing What Comes Naturally: 
Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in Literary and Legal 
Studies (\9%% And Louise Rosenblatt's transactional approach finally 
seems to be getting the attention in literary theory circles that it has 
long had among compositionists, educational reading theorists, and 
teachers of teachers. Rosenblatt's own assessment of the changed 
rhetorical context can be found in her preface to the fourth edition of 
Literature as Exploration (1983), in which she notes that the book **is 
being cited as the first empirically based theoretical statement of the 
importance of the reader^s contribution" (p. xiv). The publication of 
Rosenblatt's The Reader, the Text, the Poem in the late seventies gave 
additional impetus in the eighties to theoretical reconsideration of her 
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transactional approach to the literary work. In that book Rosenblatt 
provides a more systematic presentation of her theory, distinguising 
between aesthetic and nonaesthetic reading activities and entering into 
current debates over interpretation and evaluation. 

If the new turns of reader-response criticism do not actually signal 
the end of a kind of reader talk that is distinguishable from other kinds 
of theories, they certainly do point to a new stage in the critical 
conversation* One way of characterizing this stage is to see reader talk 
as participating in the widely acknowledged return of rhetoric. To say 
that, however, is to say very little. The real question is '"How does 
rhetoric return in the latest phase of reader-response criticism?" I will 
conclude with a couple of answers to this question, answers that develop 
out of the rhetorical tradition of reader-oriented criticism and theory. 

A turn to rhetoric can be seen as the culmination of two related but 
separate trajectories of early reader-response criticism. In certain ver- 
sions of such theories, the preoccupation with establishing the objectivity 
or, conversely, the subjectivity of reader-response criticism has given 
way to a questioning of the importance of the New Critical anxiety 
over epistemological skepticism. Paralleling the neo-pragmatist critique 
of foundationalism in philosophy, such a post-structuralist questioning 
of grounds among reader-oriented theorists has led to what I have 
elsewhere called a rhetorical hermeneutics, an attempt to put aside the 
foundationalist question *'Is it the reader or the text that determines 
interpretation?'* (see Mailloux 1989, ch. 1), A rhetorical hermeneutics 
tries to change the subject of interpretive theory from talk about readers 
approximating texts to talk about interpreters arguing over meanings. 
Such a change of subject entails a re-understanding of sophistic rhetoric, 
not as the embodiment of relativism and subjectivism, but as the 
tradition of critiques of foundationalist philosophy. A rhetorical her- 
meneutics joins neo-pragmatism in collapsing the reader-text distinction 
in that it claims there is no way of theoretically describing the correct 
reader-text relation in general. From this point of view, a rhetorical 
hermeneutics is always therapeutic, attempting to avoid the problems 
of foundationalist theories that claim to regulate interpretation outside 
the agonistic context of rhetorical assertion and challenge. 

But the more positive aspect of rhetorical hermeneutics involves 
turning therapeutic theory into rhetorical history. Such histories con- 
struct narrative and analytical accounts of culturally situated acts of 
interpretation. Instead of claiming to specify how reading and inter- 
pretation work in general, rhetorical hermeneutics turns to how specific 
interpretive practices function within sociopolitical contexts of persua- 
sion. These contexts involve tropes and arguments within the cuhural 
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conversation at specific historical moments. To do such rhetorical 
histories means to provide a fine-grained description of a particular 
interpretive act in a particular institutional setting, within a particular 
cultural politics, involving agents and audiences traversed by ideologies 
of a particular social formation. To be concerned with such questions 
as a hermeneutic theorist means to become a practitioner of 'deception 
aesthetics and cultural critique. In this review, then, the next turn of 
contemporary reader-response criticism is toward neo-pragmatism and 
histories of cultural reception. The rhetoric of reader talk finally turns 
into talk about readers as rhetors. 
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Henry Louis Gales, Jr. is W.E.B. DuBois Professor of Literature 
at Cornell University. His involvement in Afro-American Siudics 
and issues of the canon there and elsewhere made him an ideal 
choice as a speaker for the second Summer Institute. The essay 
that follows re-creates in large part Professor Gates*s introductory 
talk but not the questions and discussion that it provoked, which 
included an illuminating reinterpretation of Zora Neale Hurston*s 
Her Eyes Were Watching God-^onc that brought contemporary 
literary theory to the teaching of the text. 

Professor Gates's book The Signifying Monkey: Towards a 
Theory of Afro-American Literary Criticism was published just 
before the Institute, and the thirty-volume Schomberg Library of 
Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers, which he edited, was 
published just after. Those publications add to his already distin- 
guished work on Zora Neale Hurston, Wole Soyinka, Jean Toomer, 
Frederick Douglass, and Phillis Wheatley For the past several 
years, he has been working as general editor for the forthcoming 
Norton Anthology^ of Afro-American Literature 

At Cornell, Professor Gates teaches a scries of graduate and 
undergraduate courses on such topics as Afro-American Women 
and Their Fictions, The African-American Literary Tradition, 
Autobiography, The Harlem Renaissance, and African-American 
Literature in the Nineteenth Century. In 1983, he received the 
Yale Afro-American Cultural Center Faculty Prize. 

The following essay by Professor Gates was published, in part, 
in the 26 February 1989 New York Times Book Review as "Whose 
Canon Is It, Anyway?'' (copyright © 1989 by '^he New York 
Times Company; reprinted by permission). The . ntire essay was 
published in the Winter 1990 issue of the South Atlantic Quarterly. 
and is reprinted here with permission. 

William Bennett and Allan Bloom, the dynamic duo of the new cultural 
right, have become the easy targets of the cultural left— which I am 
defining here loosely and generously as that uneasy, shifting set of 
alliances formed by feminist critics, critics of so-called minority dis- 
course, and Marxist and post-structuralist critics generally- -in short, 
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the Rainbow Coalition of contemporary critical theory. These two men 
(one a former United States secretary of education and now President 
Bush's '*drug czar," the other a professor at the University of Chicago 
and author of The Closing of the American Mind) symbolize the 
nostalgic return to what I think of as the *'antebellum aesthetic position," 
when men were men, and men were white, when scholar-critics were 
white men, and when women and persons of color were voiceless, 
faceless servants and laborers, pouring tea and filling brandy snifters 
in the boardrooms of old boys' clubs. Inevitably these two men have 
come to play the roles that George Wallace and Orville Faubus played 
for the civil rights movement, or that Nixon and Kissinger played 
during Vietnam — the 'Teel good" targets whom, despite internal dif- 
ferences and contradictions, the cultural left loves to hate. 

And how tempting it is to juxtapose their "civilizing mission" to the 
racial violence that has swept through our campuses since 1986 — at 
traditionally liberal Northern institutions such as the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, Mount Holyoke College, Smith College, the 
University of Chicago, Columbia, the University of Pennsylvania, and 
at Southern institutions such as the University of Alabama, the Uni- 
versity of Texas, and the Citadel. Add to this the fact that affirmative 
action programs on campus have meanwhile become window-dressing 
operations, necessary "evils" maintained to preserve the fiction of racial 
fairness and openness but deprived of the power to enforce their stated 
principles. When unemployment among black youth is 40 percent, 
when 44 percent of black Americans can't read the front page of a 
newspaper, when less than 2 percent of the faculty on campuses is 
black, well, you look for targets close at hand. 

And yet there's a real danger of localizing our grievances; of the easy 
personification, assigning celebrated faces to the forces of reaction and 
so giving too much credit to a few men who are really asymptomatic 
of a larger political current. Maybe our eagerness to do so reflects a 
certain vanity that academic cultural critics are prone to. We make 
dire predictions, and when they come true, we think we've changed 
the world. 

It's a tendency that puts me in mind of my father's favorite story 
about Father Divine, that historic con-man of tiie cloth, a man who 
made Al Sharpton look like someone out ot^ Paper Moon. In the 1930s 
he was put on trial for using the mails to defraud, I think, and convicted. 
At sentencing. Father Divine stood up and told the judge, **rm warning 
you, you send me to jail, something terrible is going to happen to 
you.'' Father Divine, of course, was sent to prison, and a week later, 
by sheer coincidence, the judge had a heart attack and died. When the 
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warden and the guards found out about it in the middle of the night, 
they raced to Father Divine's cell and woke him up, "Father Divine," 
they said, "your judge just dropped dead of a heart attack" Without 
missing a beat. Father Divine lifted his head and told them, "I hated 
to do iir 

As writers, teachers, or intellectuals, most of us would like to claim 
greater efficacy for our labors than we're entitled to. These days, literary 
criticism likes to think of itself as "war by other means." But it should 
start to wonder: have its victories come too easily? The recent turn 
toward politics and history in literary studies has turned the analysis 
of texts into a marionette theater of the political, to v^hich we bring 
all the passions of our real-world commitments. And that's why it is 
sometimes necessary to remind ourselves of the distance from the 
classroom to the streets. Academic critics write essays, "readings" of 
literature, where the bad guys (for example, racism or patriarchy) lose, 
where the forces of oppression are subverted by the boundless powers 
of irony and allegory that no prison can contain, and we glow with 
hard- won triumph. We pay homage to the marginalized and deraonized, 
and it feels almost as if we've righted a real-world injustice. Academic 
battles are so fierce — the received wisdom has it — because so little is 
truly at stake. I always think about the folktale about the fellow who 
killed seven with one blow: flies, not giants. 

Ours was a generation that took over buildings in the late 1960s and 
demanded the creation of black and women's studies programs and 
now, Hke the return of the repressed, has come back to challenge the 
traditional curriculum. And some of us are even attempting to redefine 
the canon by editing anthologies. Yet it sometimes seems that blacks 
are doing better in the college curriculum than they are in the streets. 
This is not a defeatist moan, but an acknowledgment that the rela- 
tionship between our critical postures and the social struggles they 
reflect is far from transparent. That doesn't mean there's no relationship, 
of course, but that it's a highly mediated one. We need to be clear 
about when we've swatted a fly and when we've toppled a giant. 

In the swaddling-clothes of our academic complacencies, few of us 
are prepared when we bump against something hard — which, sooner 
or later, we do. One of the first talks I ever gave was to a packed 
audience at the Howard University Honors Seminar. This was one of 
those mistakes you don't make twice. Fresh out of graduate school, 
immersed in the arcane technicalities of contemporary literary theory, 
I was going to deliver a crunchy structuralist analysis of a slave narrative 
by Frederick Douglass, tracing the intricate play of its "binary oppo- 
sitions." Everything was neatly schematized, fomialized, analyzed; this 
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was my Sunday-best structuralism: crisp white shirt and shiny black 
shoes. And it wasn't playing. If you've seen an audience glaze over, 
this was double glazing. Bravely, I finished my talk and, of course, 
asked for questions. Long silence. Finally, a young man in the very 
back of the room stood up and said, "Yeah, brother, all we want to 
know is, was Booker T. a Tom or not?" 

This was an interesting question, a lot more interesting than my 
talk. While I didn't exactly appreciate it at the time, the exchange drew 
my attention, a little rudely perhaps, to the yawning chasm between 
our critical discourse and the traditions they discourse on. You know — 
"Is there a canon in this class?" People often like to represent the High 
Canonical texts as the reading matter of the power elite, I mean, you 
have to try to imagine James Baker curling up with the "Pisan Cantos," 
Dan Quayle leafing through the Princess Cassimassima. I suppose this 
is the vision. What is wrong with this picture? Louis L'Amour or Ian 
Fleming, possibly But that carries us a ways from the High Canonical. 

When I think back to that Howard talk, I think back to why I went 
into literature in the first place. I suppose the literary canon is, in no 
very grand sense, the commonplace book of our shared culture, the 
archive of those texts and titles we want to remember. And how else 
did those of us who teach literature fall in love with our subject than 
through our very own commonplace books, in which we inscribed, 
secretly and privately, as »ve might do in a diary, those passages of 
books that named for us what we had for long deeply feh but could 
not say? I kept mine from the age of twelve, turning to it to repeat 
those marvelous passages that named me in some private way From 
H. H. Munro and O. Henry— some of the papular literature we had 
on the shelves at home — to Dickens and Austen, to Hugo and de 
Maupassant, I found resonant passages that I had inscribed in my 
book. Finding James Baldwin and writing him down at an Episcopal 
church camp during the Watt« riots in 1965 (I was fift en) probably 
determined the direction of my intellectual life more than did any 
other single factor. I wrote and rewrote verbatim his elegantly framed 
paragraphs, full of sentences that were at once somehow Henry Jamesian 
and King Jamesian, yet clothed in the cadences and figures of the 
spirituals. I try to remind my graduate students that each of us turned 
to literature through literal or figurative commonplace books, a fact 
that we tend to forget once we adopt the alienating strategies of formal 
analysis. The passages in my commonplace book formed my own 
canon, just as I imagine each of yours did for you. And a canon, as it 
has functioned in every literary tradition, has served as the common- 
place book of our shared culture. 
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Defining a Black Canon 

But the question I want to turn to now is this: how does the debate 
over canon formation a'^'^ct the development of Afro-American liter- 
ature as a subject of instruction in the American academy? 

Curiously enough, the very first use of the word canon in relation 
to the Afro-American literary tradition occurs in 1846, in a speech 
delivered by Theodore Parker, Parker was a theologian, a Unitarian 
clergyman, and a publicist for ideas whom Perry Miller described 
eloquently as "the man who next only to Emerson . , , was to give 
shape and meaning to the Transcendental movement in America" 
(1967, p. 226). In a speech on *The Power of the Merchant Class" 
delivered in 1846, Parker laments the sad state of "American" letters: 

Literature, science, and art are mainly in [poor men's] hands, yet 

are controlled by the prevalent spirit of the nation In England, 

the national literature favors the church, the crown, the nobility, 
the prevailing class. Another literature is rising, but is not yet 
national, still less canonized [my italics]. We have no American 
literature which is permanent. Our scholarly books arc only an 
imitation of a foreiga type; they do not reflect our morals, manners, 
politics, or religion, not even our rivers, mountains, sky They 
have not the smell of our ground in their breath, (pp, 148-49) 

Parker, to say the least, was not especially pleased with American letters 
and their identity with the En^ish tradition. Did Parker find any 
evidence of a truly American literature? 

The American literature is found only in newspapers and speeches, 
perhaps in some novel, hot, passionate, but poor and extempo- 
raneous. That is our national literature. Does that favor man- 
represent man? Certainly not. All is the reflection of this most 
powerful class. The truths that are told are for them, and the lies. 
Therein the prevailing sentiment is getting into the form of 
thought, (p. 149) 

Parker's analysis, we see plainly, turns upon an implicit reflection theory 
of base and superstructure. It is the occasional literature, **poor and 
extemporaneous," wherein American literature dwells, but that litera- 
ture, like English literature, reflects tne interests and ideologies of the 
upper classes. 

Three years later, in his major oration on *The American Scholar," 
Parker had at last found an entirely original genre of American literature: 

Yei, there is one portion of our permanent literature, if literature 
it may be called, which is wholly indigenous and original . . . [W]e 
have one scries of .'terary productions that could bp written by 
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none but Americans, and only here; I mean the Lives of Fugitive 
Slaves. But as these are not the work of the men of superior 
culture they hardly help to pay the scholar's debt. Yet all the 
original romance of Americans is in them, not in the white man's 
novel, (p. 37) 

Parker was right about the originality, the peculiariy American quality, 
of the slave narratives. But he was wrong about their inherent inability , 
to pay the scholar's debt; scholars had only to learn to read the 
narratives for their debt to be paid in full, indeed many times over. 
Parker was put off by the language of the slave narratives. He would 
have done well to heed the admonition that Emerson had made in his 
1844 speech, "Emancipation in the British West Indies": "Language," 
Emerson said, "must be raked, the secrets of slaughter-houses and 
infamous holes that cannot fro.it the day, must be ransacked, to tell 
what negro-slavery has been" (p. 5). The narratives, for Parker, were 
not instances of greater literature, but they were the prime site of 
America's "original romance." As Charles Sumner said in 1852, the 
fugitive slaves and their narratives "are among the heroes of our age. 
Romance has no stories of more thrilling interest than theirs. Classical 
antiquity has preserved no examples of adventurous trial more worthy 
of renown" (quoted in Osofsky i969, p. 29). Parker's and Sumner's 
divergent views reveal that the popularity of the narratives in antebellum 
America most certainly did not reflect any sort of common critical 
agreement about their nature and status as art. Still, the implications 
of these observations upon black canon formation would not be lost 
upon those who would soon seek to free the black slave, or to elevate 
the ex-slave, through the agency of literary production. (Herder's ideas 
of the "living spirit of a language" were brought to beai ^ith a vengeance 
upon eighteenth- and nineteenth-century considerations of the place 
in nature of the black.) 

The relationship between the social and political subjectivity of the 
Negro and the production of art had been discussed by a host of 
commentators, including Hume, riegel, and Kant, ever since Morgan 
Godwin wondered aloud about it in 1684. It was probably Emerson's 
comments that generated our earliest efforts at canon formation. As 
Emerson said, again in his speech on "Emancipation in the West 
Indies," 

If [racial groups] are rude and foolish, down they must go. When 
at last in a race a new principle appears, an idea — that conserves 
it; ideas only save races. If the black man is feeble and not 
important to the existing races, not on a parity with the best race, 
the black man must serve, and be exterminated. But if the black 
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man carries in his bosom an indispensable element of a new and 
coming civilization, for the sake of that clement, no wrong, nor 
strength, nor circumstance, can hurt him; he will survive and 
play his part. . . . now let [the blacks] emerge, clothed and in their 
own form. (pp. 31-32) 

The forms in which they would be clothed would be those of literature, 
registered in anthologies that established the canon of Black American 
literature. 

The first attempt to define a black canon that I have found is that 
by Armand Lanusse, who edited Les Cenelles, an anthology of black 
French verse published at New Orleans in 1845— the first black 
anthology, I believe, ever Published. Lanusse's "Introduction" is a 
defense of poetry as an enterjrise for black people in their larger efforts 
to defend the race against ' les traits lances contre nous par le dedain 
ou par la calomnie." The target for these "spiteful and calumnious 
arrows'' was defined as the collective black intellect (p. 10). Despite 
this stated political intention, these poems imitate the styles and themes 
of the French Romantics, and never engage directly the social and 
political experiences of black ( reoles in New Orleans in the 1840s. Les 
Cenelles argues for a political effect— that is, the end of racism— by 
publishing apolitical poems, poems which share as silent second texts 
the poetry written by Frenchmen three thousand miles away We are 
just like the French — so, treat us like Frenchmen, not like blacks. So 
an apolitical art is put to uses most political. 

Four years later. In 1849, William G. Allen published an anthology 
in which he canonized Phillis Wheatley and George Moses Horton. 
Like Lanusse, Allen sought to refute intellectual racism by the act of 
canon formation. "The African is called inferior'' he writes. *'But what 
race ever displayed intellect more exalted, or character more sublime?*' 
(p, 3). Pointing to the achievements of Pushkin, Placido, and Augustine 
as the great African tradition to which Afro-Americans are heir, Allen 
claims Wheatley and Horton as the exemplars of this tradition, Horton 
being **decidedly the superior genius''— no doubt because of his ex- 
plicitly racial themes, a judgment quite unlike that which propelled 
Armand Lanusse into canon formation. As Allen puts it, with the 
publication of their anthology. 

Who will now say that the African is incapable of attaining to 
intellectual or moral greatness? What he now is, degrading cir- 
cumstances have made him? What he is capable of becoming, 
the past clearly evinces. The African is strong, tough and hardy 
Hundreds of years of oppression have not subdued his spirit, and 
though Church and State have combined to enslave and degrade 
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him, in spite of them all, he is increasing in strength and power, 
and in the respect of the entire >/ox\d. (p.7) 

Here, then, we see the poles of black canon fonnation, established 
firmly by 1849: is "black" poetry racial in theme, or is black poetry 
any sort of poetry written by black people? This question has been at 
play in the tradition ever since. 

I will not trace in detail the history of this tension over definitions 
of the Afro-American canon and the direct relation between the 
production of black poetry and the end of white racism. Suffice it to 
point to such seminal attempts at canon formation in the twenties as 
James Weldon Johnson's The Book of American Negro Poetry (1922), 
Alain Locke's The New Negro '1925), and V. E Calverton's Anthology 
of American Negro Literature {192% each of which defined as its goal 
the demonstration of the existence of the black tradition as a political 
defense of the racial self against racism. As Johnson put it so clearly, 

A people may be great through many means, but there is only 
one measure by which its greatness is recognized and acknowl- 
edged. The final measure of the greatness of all peoples is 
amount and standard of the literature and art they have produced. 
The world does not know that a people is great until that people 
produces great literature and art. No people that has produced 
great literature and art has ever been looked upon by the world 
as distinctly inferior. 

The status of the Negro in the United States is more a question 
of national mental attitude toward the race than of actual con- 
ditions. And nothing will do move to change that mental attitude 
and raise his status than a demonstration of intellectual parity by 
the Negro through the production of literature and art. (pp. 9- 
10) 

Johnson, heie, was echoing racialist arguments that had been used 
against blacks since the eighteenth century, especially those by Hume, 
Kant, Jefferson, and Hegel, which equated our access to natural rights 
with our production of literary classics. The Harlem Renaissance, in 
fact, can be thought of as a sustained attempt to combat racism through 
the very production of black art and literature. 

Johnson's and Calverton's anthologies **frame'* the Renaissance 
period, thus making a comparison between their ideological concerns 
useful. Calverton's anthology made two significant departures from 
Jrlinson's model, both of which are worth considering, if only briefly 
Calverton's was the first attempt at black canon formation to provide 
for the influence and presence of black vernacular literature in a major 
way. "Spirituals," "Blues," and "Labor Songs'' each comprises a genre 
of black literature for him. We all understand the importance of this 
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gesture, and we recognize the influence it had upon the editors of The 
Negro Caravan (1941), Calverton, whose real name was George Goetz, 
announces in his introductory essay, 'The Growth of Negro Literature," 
that his selection principles have been determined by his sense of the 
history of black literary yj7;mv, leading him to make selections because 
of their formal ^^representative value," as he puts it (p. vii). These 
forms, he continues, are Negro forms, virtually self-contained in a 
hermetic black tradition, especially in the vernacular tradition, where 
artistic American originality was to be found: 

[1)1 is no exaggeration whatsoever to contend thai [the Negro's 
contributions to American an and literature] arc more striking 
and singular in substance and structure than any contributions 
that have been made by the white man to American culture. In 
fact, they constitute America's chief claim to originality in its 
cuiturrl history. . . . The white man in America has continued, 
and in an inferior manner, a culture of European origin. He has 
not developed a culture that is definitely and unequivocally 
American. In respect of originality, then, the Negro is more 
important in the growth of American culture than the white 
man, . . . While the white man has gone to Europe for his models, 
and is seeking still an European approval of his artistic endeavors, 
the Negro in his art forms has never sought the acclaim of any 
cuhure other than his own. This is particularly true of those forms 
of Negro art that come directly from the people, (pp, 3-5) 

And note that Calverton couched his argument in just that rhetoric of 
nationalism, of American exceptionalism, that had long been used to 
exclude, or anyway occlude, the contribution of the Negro. In an 
audacious reversal, it turns out that only the Negro is really American, 
the white man being a pale imitation of his European forebears. 

If Calverton's stress upon the black vernacular heavily influenced 
the shaping of The Negro Caravan — certainly one of the most important 
anthologies in the tradition— his sense of the black canon as a formal, 
self-contained entity most certainly did not. As the editors put it in 
the introduction to the volume: 

[We] ... do not believe that the expression **Negro literature" 
is an accurate one, and . . . have avoided using it. "Negro litera- 
ture'' has no application if it means structural peculiarity, or a 
Negro school of writing. The Negro writes in the forms evolved 
in English and American literature. . . . The editors consider Negro 
writers to be American writers, and literature by American Negroes 
to be a segment of American literature. . . . 

The chief cause for objection to the term is that "Negro 
literature'' is too easily placed by certain critics, white and Negro, 
in an alcove apart. The next step is a double standard oi judgment. 
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which is dangerous for the future of Negro writers. *'A Negro 
novel " thought of as a separate form, is too often condoned as 
**good enough for a Negro.'' That Negroes in America have had 
a hard time, and that inside stories of Negro life often present 
unusual and attractive reading matter are incontrovertible facts; 
but when they enter literary criticism these facts do damage to 
both the critics and the artists, (p. 7) 

Yet immediately following this stern admonition, we're told the 
editors haven't been absolutely concerned with maintaining "an even 
level of literary excellence^ because the tradition is defined by both 
form ai.d content: 

T.iterature by Negro authors about Negro experience , . . must 
be considered as significant, not only because of a body of 
established masterpieces, but also because of the illumination it 
sheds upon a social reality (p. 7) 

And later, in the introduction to the section entitled "The Novel,'' the 
editors elaborate upon this idea by complaining about the relation of 
revision between Frances Harper's lola Le Roy (1892) and William 
Wells Brown's Clotel {\S53), a relation of the sort central to Calverton's 
canon, but here defined most disapprovingly; "There are repetitions of 
situations from Brown's CloteL something of a forecast of a sort of 
literar>' inbreeding which causes Negro writers to be influenced by other 
Negroes more than should ordinarily be expected" (p. 139). The black 
canon, for these editors, was that literature which most eloquently 
refuted white racist stereotypes (p. 5) and which embodied the shared 
"theme r struggle that is present in so much Negro expression" (p. 
6). Theiis, in other words, was a canon that was unified thematically 
by self-defense against racist literary conventions, and by the expression 
of what the editors called "strokes of freedom" (p. 6). The formal bond 
that Calverton had claimed was of no academic or political use for 
these editors, precisely because they wished to project an integrated 
canon of American literature. As the editors put it, 

In spite of suci^ unifying bonds as a common rejection of the 
popular stereotypes and a common ^'racial" cause, writings by 
Negroes do not seem to the editors to fall into a unique cultural 
pattern. Negro writers have adopted the literary traditions that 

seemed useful for their purposes While Frederick Douglass 

brought more personal knowledge and bitterness into his antis- 
lavery agitation than William Lloyd Garrison and Theodore 
Parker, he is much closer to them in spirit and form than to 
Phillis Wheatley his predecessor, and Booker T. Washington, his 
successor. . . . The bonds of literary tradition seem to be stronger 
than race. (pp. 6-7) 
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Form, then, or the community of structure and sensibility, was called 
upon to reveal the sheer arbitrariness of American ^'racial" classifica- 
tions, and their irrelevance to American canon formation. Above all 
else, these editors sought to expose the cssentialism at the center of 
racialized subdivisions of the American literary tradition. If we recall 
that this anthology appears just thirteen years before Brown w Board 
we should not be surprised by the ''integrationist" thrust of the poetics 
espoused here. Ideological desire and artistic premise were one. "Afro- 
American literature," then, is a misnomer; "American literature written 
by Negroes'* more aptly designates this oody of writing. So much for 
a definition of the Afro-American tradition based on formal relation- 
ships of revision, text to text. 

At the opposite extreme in black canon formation is the canon 
defined by Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal in Black published in 
1968, an anthology so very familiar to us all. This canon, the blackest 
canon of all, was defined by both formal innovations and by themes: 
formally, individual selections tend to aspire to the vernacular or to 
black music, or to performance; theoretically, each selection reinforces 
the urge toward black liberation, toward "freedom now" with an up- 
against-the-wall subtext. The hero, the valorized presence, in this volume 
is the black vernacular: no longer summoned or invoked through 
familiar and comf^rtabl'j rubrics such as "The Spirituals" and "The 
Blues," but embodied, assumed, presupposed, in a marvelous act of 
formal bonding often obscured by the stridency of the political message 
the anthology meant to announce. Absent completely is a desire to 
"prove*' our common humanity with white people by demonstrating 
our power of intellect. One mode of essentialism — African essential- 
ism — was used to critique the essentialism implicit in notions of a 
common or universal American heritage. No, in Black Fire, art and 
act were one. 



A New Attempt at Canon Formation 

I have been thinking about these strains in black canon formation 
because a group of us will be editing still another anthology which will 
constitute still another attempt at canon formation. I am pleased to 
coi.r that W. W. Norton will be publishing the Norton Anthology of 
AfrO'Armrican Literature. As some of you know, the editing of this 
anthology has been a great dream of mine for a long time. After a year 
of reader's reports, market surveys, and draft proposals. Norton h?s 
enthusiastically embarked upon the publishing of our anthology 
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I think that I am most excited about the fact thai we have at our 
disposal the means to edit an anthology which will define a canon of 
Afro-American literature for instructors and students at any institution 
which desires to teach a course in Afro-American literature. Once our 
anthology is published, no one will ever again be able to use the 
unavailability of black texts as an excuse not to teach our literature. 
A well-marketed anthology — particularly a Norton anthology — func- 
tions in the academy to create a tradition, as well as to define and 
preserve it. A Norton anthology opens up a literar>' tradition as simply 
as opening the cover of a carefully edited and ample book. 

I am not unaware of the politics and ironies of our canon formation. 
The canon that we define will be **our" canon, one possible set of 
selections among several possible sets of selections. In part to be as 
eclectic and as democratically ^^representative" as possible, most other 
editors of black anthologies have tried to include as many authors and 
selections (especially excerpts) as possible, in order to preserve and 
**resurrect'' the tradition, I call this the Sears & Roebuck approach, 
the "dream book'' of black literature. We have all benefited from this 
approach to collection. Indeed, many of our authors have only managed 
to survive because an enterprising editor was determined to marshal 
as much evidence as she or he could to shew that the black literary 
tradition existed. While we must be deeply appreciative of that approach 
and its results, our task will be a different one. Our task will be to 
bring together the ' 'essential" texts of the canon, the "crucially central" 
authors, those whom we feel to be indispensable to an understanding 
of the shape, and shaping, of the tradition, A canon is often represented 
as the "essence" of the tradition, indeed, as the marrow of tradition; 
the connection between the texts of the canon is meant to reveal the 
tradition's inherent, or veiled, logic — its internal rationale. 

None of us is naive enough to believe that "the canonical" is self- 
evident, absolute, or neutral. It is a commonplace of contemporary 
criticism to say that scholars make canons. But, just as often, writers 
make canons, too, both by rntical revaluation and by reclamation 
through revision. Keenly aware of this — and, quite frankly, aware of 
my own biases — I have attempted to bring together as period editors 
a group of scholar-critics (five black women, five black men. one white 
man), each of whom combines great expertise in her or his period with 
her or his own approach to the teaching and analyzing of Afro-American 
literature. I have attempted, in other words, to bring together scholars 
whose notions of the black canon might not necessarily agree with my 
own, or with each other's. I have tried to bring together a diverse array 
of ideological, methodological, and theoretical perspectives, so that we 
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together might produce an anthology that most fully represents the 
various definitions of what it means to speak of the Afro-American 
literary tradition, and what it means to teach that tradition. And while 
we are in the early stages of organization, I can say that my own biases 
toward canon formation are to stress the formal relationships that 
obtain among texts in the black tradition — relations of revision, echo, 
call and response, antiphony — and to stress the vernacular roots of the 
tradition. For the vernacular, or oral literature, in my tradition, has a 
canon of its own. 

Accordingly, our anthology includes a major innovation in anthology 
production. Because of the strong oral and vernacular base of so very 
much of our literature, we will sell a cassette tape along with the 
anthology — precisely because the vernacular has a canon of its own, 
one which has always in its turn informed the written works of our 
tradition. I am ecstatic aboiit this aspect of our project. This means 
that each period will include both the printed and spoken text of oral 
and musical selections of black vernacular culture: sermons, blues, 
spirituals, R & B, poets reading their own "dialect" poems, speeches — 
whatever! Imagine having Bessie Smith and Billie Holliday singing the 
blues; Langston Hughes reading "I Have Known Rivers"; Sterling 
Brown reading "Ma Rainey"; James Weldon Johnson, "The Creation"; 
C. L. Franklin, "The Sermon of the Dry Bones"; Martin speaking "I 
Have a Dream"; Sonia Sanchez, "Talking in Tongues" — the list of 
possibilities is endless, and exhilarating. We will change fundamentally 
not only the way that our literature is taught, but the way in which 
any literary tradition is even conceived. So much of our literature 
seems dead on the page when compared to its performance. We will 
incorporate performance and the black and human voice into our 
anthology. 

Canon Formation and the Political Debate 

My pursuit of this project has required me to negotiate a position 
between those on the cultural right who claim that black people can 
have no canon, no masterpieces, and, on the other hand, those on the 
cultural left who wonder why anyone wants to establish the existence 
of a canon, any canon, in the first place. On th^ right hand, we face 
the outraged reactions of those custodians of Western culture who 
protest that the canon, that transparent decanter of Western values, 
may become — breathe the word — politici :ed. That people can maintain 
a straight face while they protest the irruption of politics into something 
that aas always been political from the beginning — well, it says somc- 
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thing about how remarkably successful official literary histories have 
been in presenting themselves as natural objects, untainted by worldly 
interests. 

I agree with those conservatives who have raised the alarm about 
our students' ignorance of history But part of the history we need to 
teach has to be the history of the very idea of the canon, which involves 
(though it's hardly exhausted by) the history both of literary pedagogy 
and of the very institution of the school. Once we understand how 
canons evolve, we no longer see them as objets trouves washed up on 
the beach of history. And we can begin to appreciate their ever-changing 
configuration in relation to a distinctive institutional history 

Universal education in this country was justified by the argument 
that schooling made good citizens, good American citizens; and when 
American literature started to be taught in our schools, part of the aim 
was to show what it was to be an American. As Richard Brodhead, a 
leading scholar of American literature, has observed, "No past lives 
without cultural mediation. The past, however worthy, does not survive 
by its own intrinsic power" (1986, p. 6). One function of "literary 
history*' is, then, to disguise that mediation, to conceal all connections 
between institutionalized interests and the literature we remember. "Pay 
no attention to the man behind the curtain,'' booms the Great Oz of 
literary history. 

Cynthia Ozick once chastised feminists by warning that strategies 
become institutions. But isn't that really another way of warning that 
their strategies, heaven forfend, may succeed ? Here we approach the 
scruples of those on the cultural left who worry about, well, the price 
of success. "Who's co-opting whom?" might be their slogan. To them, 
the very idea of the canon is hierarchical, patriarchal, and otherwise 
politically suspect. They'd like us to disavow it altogether 

But history and its institutions are not just something we study; they 
are also something we live, and live through. And how effective and 
how durable our interventions in contemporary cuhural politics will 
be depends upon our ability to mobilize the institutions that buttress 
and reproduce that culture. The choice is not between institutions and 
no institutions. The choice is always, "What kind of institutions shall 
there be?" Fearing that our strategies will become institutions, we could 
seclude ourselves from the real world and keep our hands clean, free 
from the taint of history. But that is to pay obeisance to the status 
quo, to the entrenched arsenal of sexual and racial authority, to say 
that things should not change, become something other, and, let's hope, 
better, than they are now. 
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Indeed, this is one case where we have to borrow a leaf from the 
right, which is powerfully aware oi' the role of education in the 
reproduction of values. We must engage in this sort of canon defor- 
mation precisely because Mr Bennett is correct: the teaching of literature 
is the teaching of values— not inherently, no, but contingently, yes; it 
is — it has become — the teaching of an aesthetic and political order in 
which no women or people of color were ever able to discover the 
reflection or representation of their images, or hear the resonance of 
their cultural voices. The return of "the" canon, the high canon of 
Westei n masterpieces, represents the return of an order in which my 
people were the subjugated: the voiceless, the invisible, the unrepre- 
sented and the unrepresentable. Who would return us to that medieval 
never-never land? 

Constituting Ourselves as Discursive Subjects 

The classic critique of our attempts to reconstitute our own subjectivity* 
as women, as blacks, etc., is that of Derrida, who says somewhere, 
"This is the risk. The effect of I^w is to build a structure of the subject, 
and as soon as you say, 'Well, the woman is a subject and this subject 
deserves equal right,' and so on — then you are caught in the logic of 
phallo-centricism and you have rebuilt the empire of Law." To expres- 
sions such as this, made by a critic whose stands on sexism and racism 
have been exemplary, we must respond that the Western male subject 
has long been constituted historically for himself and in himself. And, 
while we readily accept, acknowledge, and partake of the critique of 
this subject as transcendent, to deny us the process of exploring and 
reclaiming our subjectivity before we critique it is the critical version 
of the grandfather clause, the double privileging of categories that 
happen to be preconstituted. Such a position leaves us nowhere, invisible, 
and voiceless, in the republic of Western letters. Consider the irony: 
precisely when we (and other Third World peoples) obtain the complex 
wherewithal to define our black subjectivity in the republic of Western 
letters, our theoretical colleagues declare that there ain't no such thing 
as a subject, so why should we be bothered with that? In this way, 
those of us in feminist criticism or Afro-American criticism who are 
engaged in the necessary work of canon deformation and reformation 
confront the skepticism even of those who are allies on other fronts 
over this matter of the death of the subject and our own discursive 
subjectivity. 

So far I've been talking about social identity and political agency as 
if they were logically connected. I think they are. And thai has a lot 
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to do with what I think the task of the Afro-American critic today 
must be. Simone de Beauvoir wrote that one is not born a woman: 
no, and one is not born a Negro; but then, as Donna Haraway has 
pointed out, one isn't even born an organism. Lord knows that black 
art has been attacked for well over a century as being *'not universal " 
though no one ever says quite what this might mean. If this means an 
attack against self-identification, then I must confess that I am opposed 
to **universality'' This line of argument is an echo from the political 
right. As Allan Bloom writes, 

[T]hc substantial human contact, indifibrcnt to race, soul to soul 
that prevails in all other aspects of student life simply docs not 
usually exist between the two races. There are exceptions, perfectly 
integrated black students, but they arc rare and in a difficult 
position. I do not believe this somber situation is the f;.aU of the 
white students, who arc rather straightforward in such matters 
and frequently embarrassingly eager to prove their liberal creden- 
tials in the one area where Americans are especially sensitive to 
a histor>' of past injustice. . . . Thus, just at the moment when 
everyone else has become "a person^' blacks have become 
blacks. . . . "They stick together" was a phrase once used by the 
prejudiced about this or that distinctive group, but it has become 
true, by and large, of the black students, (pp. 91-92) 

Self-identification proves a condition for agency, for social change. And 
to benefit from such collective agency, we need to construct ourselves, 
just as the nation was constructed, just as the class was, just as all the 
furniture in the social universe was. It is Utopian to think we can now 
disavow our social identities; there's not another one to take its place. 
You can't opt out of a Form of Life. We can't become one of those 
bodiless vapor-trails of sentience portrayed on a ''Star Trek" episode, 
though often it seems like the universalists want us to be just that. You 
can't opt out of history. History may be a nightmare, as Joyce suggested, 
but it's time to stop pinching ourselves. 

There is a treacherous non sequitur here, however from ^'socially 
constructed" to "essentially unreal." I suppose there's a lurking posi- 
tivism in the belief that social facts are unreal compared to putatively 
biological ones. We go from '^constructed" to "unstable," which is one 
non sequitur; or to "changeable by will," which is a bigger problem 
still, since the "will" is yet another construction. 

And theory is conducive to these slippages, however illegitimate, 
because of the real ascendancy of the paradigm of dismantlement. 
Reversals don't work, we're told: dismantle the scheme of difference 
altogether. And I don't deny the importance, on the level of theory, of 
the project; it's important to remember that "race" is only a sociopo- 
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litical category, nothing more. At the same time— in terms of its 
practical performative force— that doesn't help me when Tm trying to 
get a taxi on the corner of 125th and Lenox Avenue. C'Please, sire, it's 
only a metaphor.'') 

Maybe tne most important thing, here, is the tension between the 
imperatives of an agency and the rhetoric of dismantlement. An 
example: Foucault says, and let's take him at his word, that the 
"homosexual" as life form was invented sometime in the mid-nineteenth 
century. Now, if there's no such thing as a homosexual, then homo- 
phobia, at least as directed toward people rather than a.;ts, loses its 
rationale. But you can't respond to the discrimination against gay 
people by saying, 'i'm sorry. I don't exist; you've got the wrong guy** 
The simple historical fact is that Stonewall was necessary: concerted 
action was necessary to take action against the very structure that, as 
it were, called the homosexual into being, that subjected certain people 
to this imaginary identity. To reverse Audre Lorde, only the master's 
tools will ever dismantle the master's house. 

Let me be specific. Those of us working in my own tradition confront 
the hegemony of the Western tradition, generally and of the larger 
American tradition, more locally, as we theorize about our tradition 
and engage in attempts at canon formation. Long after white American 
literature has been anthologized and canonized, and recanonized, our 
attempts to define a black American canon — foregrounded on its own 
against a white backdrop — are often decried as racist, separatist, na- 
tionalist, or "essentialist" (my favorite term of ali). Attempts to derive 
theories about our literary tradition from the black tradition-— a tra- 
dition, I might add, that must include black vernacular forms as well 
as written literary forms— are often greeted by our colleagues in 
traditional literature departments as misguided attempts to secede from 
a union which only recently and with considerable kicking and scream- 
ing, has been forged. ''What is wrong with you people?'* our friends 
ask us in genuine passion and concern. ''After all, aren't we all just 
citizens of literature here?" 

Well, yes and no. Every black American text must confess to a 
complex ancestry one high and low (i.e., literary and vernacular), but 
also one while and black. There can be no doubt that white texts 
inform and influence black texts (and vice versa), so that a thoroughly 
integrated canon of American literature is not only politically sound, 
it is intellectuaUy sound as well. But the attempts of scholars such as 
Arnold Rampersad, Houston Baker, M. H. Washington, Nellie McKay, 
and others to define a black canon, and to derive indigenous theories 
of interpretation from within this canon, are not meant to refute the 
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soundness of these gestures of integration. Rather, it is a question of 
perspective, a question of emphasis. Just as we can and must cite a 
black text within the larger American tradition, we can and must cite 
it within its own tradition, a tradition not defined by a pseudo-science 
of racial biology, or a mystically shared essence called blackness, but 
by the repetition and revision of shared themes, topoi, and tropes, a 
process that binds the signal texts of the black tradition into a canon 
just as surely as separate links bind together into a chain. It is no more, 
or less, csscntialist to make this claim than it is to claim the existence 
of French, English, German, Russian, or American literature — as long 
as we proceed inductively, from the texts to the theory. For anyone to 
deny us the right to engage in attempts to constitute ourselves as 
discursive subjects is for them to engage in the double privileging of 
categories that happen to be prcconstituted. 

In our attempts at canon formation we are demanding a return to 
history in a manner scarcely conceived of by the New Historicists. Nor 
can we opt out of our own private histories, which Houston Baker 
calls the Afro-American autobiographical moment, and which I call 
auto-critography. Let me end, as I began, with an anecdote, one that 
I had forgotten until just recently 

Earlier this year at Cornell I was listening to Hortense Spillers, the 
great black feminist critic, read her important essay, ^'Mama's Baby, 
Papa's Maybe.'' Her delivery, as usual, was flawless, compelling, in- 
imitable. And although I read this essay in manuscript, I had never 
before felt — or heard — the following lines: 

The African-American male has been touched, therefore, by the 
motheK handed hy her in ways that he cannot escape, and in ways 
that the while American male is allowed to temporize by a fatherly 
reprieve. This human and historic development — the text that 
has been inscribed on the benighted heart of the continent — takes 
us to the center of an inexorable difterence in the depths of 
American women's community: the African-American woman, 
the mother, the daughter, becomes historically the powerful and 
shadowy evocation of a cultural synthesis long evaporated — the 
law of the Mother — only and precisely because legal enslavement 
removed the African-American male not so much from sight as 
from mimetic view as a partner in the prevailing social fiction of 
the Father's name, the Father's law. 

Therefore, the female, in this order of things, breaks in upon 
the imagination with the forcefulncss that marks both a denial 
and an "illegitimacy" Because of this peculiar American denial, 
the blacl. American male embodies the only American community 
of males which has had the spcciiic occasion to learn who the 



ERLC 



On Canon Formaiion and ihv Afro-Amerkan Tradition 



73 



female is within itself, the infant child who bears the life against 
the could-be fateful gamble, against the odds of pulverization and 
murder, including her own. It is the heritage of the mother that 
the African-American male must regain as an aspect of his own 
pcrsonhood — the power of "yes'' to the •^female" within. (1987, 
p. 80) 

How curious a figure— men, and especially black men, gaining their 
voices through the black mother. Precisely when some committed 
feminists or some committed black nationalists would cssentialize all 
**others'* out of their critical endeavor, Hortcnsc Spillcrs rejects that 
glib and easy solution^ calling for a rcvoicing of the master's discourse 
in the cadences and timbres of the black mother's voice. 

As I sat there before her, I recalled, to my own astonishment, my 
own first public performance, when I was a child of four years. My 
mom attended a small black Methodist Church in Piedmont, West 
Virginia, just as her mom had done for the past fifty years, I was a fat 
little kid, a condition that my mom defended as **plump" I remember 
that I had just been given a brand new gray suit for the occasion, and 
a black stingy-brim Dobbs hat, so it must have been Easter, because 
my brother and I always got new hats for Easter, just like my dad and 
mom did. 

At any rate, the day came to deliver my Piece. What is a Piece? A 
Piece is what people in our church called a religious recitation, I don't 
know what the folk etymology might be» but I think it reflects the 
belief that each of the fragments of our praise songs, taken togelhe.", 
amounts to a Master Text. And each of us. during a religious program, 
was called upon to say our Piece. Mine, if you can believe it, was 
"Jesus was a boy like me, and like Him I want to be." That was it — 
I was only four. So, after weeks of practice in elocution, hair pressed 
and greased down, shirt starched and pants pressed, I was ready to give 
my Piece. 

I remember skipping along to the church with all of the other kids, 
driving everyone crazy, saying over and over, **Jesus was a boy like 
me, and like Him I want to be." ''Will you shut up!" my friends 
demanded. Just jealous, I thought. They probably don't even know 
their Pieces. 

Finally, we made it to the church, and it was packed — bulging and 
glistening with black people, eager to hear Pieces, despite the fact that 
they had heard all of the Pieces already, year after yean like bits and 
fragments of a repeated Master Text. 

Because I was the youngest child on the program, I was the first to 
go. Miss Sarah Rus^^U (whom we called Sister Holy Ghost— behind 
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her back, of course) started the program with a prayer, and then asked 
if Little Skippy Gates would step forward. I did so. 

And then the worst happened: I completely forgot the words of my 
Piece, Standing there, pressed and starched, just as clean as I could be, 
in front of just about everybody in our part of town, I could not for 
the life of me remember one word of that Piece. 

After standing there I donH know how long, struck dumb and 
captivated by all of those staring eyes, I heard a voice from near the 
back of the church proclaim, *'Jesus was a boy like me, and like Him 
I want to be."' 

And my mother, having arisen to find my voice, smoothed her dress 
and sat down again. The congregation's applause lasted as long as its 
laughter, and 1 crawled back to my seat. 

For me, I realized as Hortense Spillers spoke, much of my scholarly 
and critical work has been an attempt to learn how to speak in the 
strong, compelling cadences of my mother's voice. To reform core 
curricula, to account for the comparable eloquence of the African, the 
Asian, and the Middle-Eastern traditions, is to begin to prepare our 
students for their roles as citizens of a world culture, educated through 
a truly human notion of "the Humanities, ' rather than—as Bennett 
and Bloom would have it— as guardians at the last frontier outpost of 
white male Western culture, the Keepers of the Masters Pieces. 

And for us scholar-critics, learning to speak in the voice of the black 
female is perhaps the ultimate challenge of producing a discourse of 
the critical other. 
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Jam?s Raymond, a seminar leader at both the 1987 and 1988 
Institutes, is professor of English and director of freshman English 
at the University of Alabama. He is also editor of College Englisfh 
the ofiicial journal of the College Section of NCTE. In addition 
to numerous articles and reviews, he has published a composition 
textbook, Writing (Is an Unnatural Act), coauthored a book on 
icgal writing {Clear Understandings, with Ronald L. Goldfarb), 
edited a collection of essays on literacy {Literacy as a Human 
Problem), and coedited a collection of essays on linguistics {James 
B. McMillan: I^^ssays in Linguistics by His Friends and Colleagues, 
with I. Willis Russell). His latest publication, "Rhetoric as Bri- 
colage: Theory and Its Limits in Legal and Other Kinds of 
Writing,'' appears in Worlds of Writing: leaching and Learning 
m a Variety of Discourse Communities, edited by Carolyn Ma- 
talene. 

Professor Raymond teaches graduate seminars in rhetoric and 
conducts an annual practicum in teaching composition as part of 
the training program for new graduate assistants and instructors. 
Away from home he enjoys teaching judges and attorneys how 
to write prose that ordinary mortals can understand. 

I cannot tell if it is the result of post-structuralism or the effect of 
middle age, but I find myself less and less inclined to attempt an 
argument that would convert those of other persuasions or leave them 
vanquished like the bad guys in cowboy movies (to borrow an image 
Jane Tompkins has been exploring). Because all belief and all rhetoric 
(which I regard as the study of the social construction of belief) is 
rooted in assumptions that elude rigorous verification, I cannot imagine 
that proponents of a pedagogy I perceive as reductive or of a canon I 
perceive as constrained would be converted or vanquished by a discourse 
that is neither more nor less grounded in the unprovable than their 
own. Point out to bestsellini; scholars like E. D. Hirsch and Allan 
Bloom or to former secretary of education William Bennett that their 
most cherished assumptions are merely political and esthetic preferences 
and they could validly counter ''tu quoque\ so are yours."' That they 
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seem not to recognize the ineluctable subjectivity of all our judgments, 
theirs and mine, is of course a problem more profound than the 
particularities of their preferences. But that is another issuf\ 

What follows, then, is less an argument than a pair of meditations, 
one on authority and desire, the other on canons. They are, admittedly, 
tendentious meditations, bux their tendency is not merely to indict 
Bloom and Hirsch and Bennett; it is to recognize their practice concealed 
in our own. I suspect that we who do not identify with the educational 
right resent it not so much for what it docs, but for the way it does 
what v/c prefer doing ourselves. 

Authority and Desire 

In chapter four of Jane Lyre, the following exchang*^ takes place 
between Jane, then nine years old, and the redoubtable Mr. Brockle- 
hurst, severe patron of the school to which Jane is about to be sent. 

"Do you read your Bible?" [asks Brocklchurst] 
"Sometimes." 

"With pleasure? Are you fond of it?" 

"I like Revelations, and the book of Daniel, and Genesis and 
Samuel, and a little bit of Exodus, and some parts of Kangs and 
Chronicles, and Job and Jonah " 

Now that's a response that should warm a teacher's heart, but of course 
it does not satisfy Brocklchurst, who continues in this fashion: 

"And the Psalms? I hope you like them?" 
"No, sir" 

"No? oh, shocking! I have a little boy, younger than you, who 
knows six Psalms by heart: and when you ^sk him which he 
would rather have, a ginger-bread nut to eat, or a verse of a Psalm 
to learn, he says: *0h! the verse of a Psaim! angels sing Psalms;' 
says he, i wish to be a little angel here belowf he then gets two 
nuts in recompense for his infant piety" 

"Psalms are not interesting," I [Jane] remarked, 

"That proves you have a wicked heart ..." 

It would take little imagination to read this dialogue as a paraDle of 
current conservative tendencies in education — the imposition of taste, 
the assumption that alternative interests imply a moral or intellectual 
deficit, and the system's vulnerability to exploitation by self-serving 
conformists. It would be easy to substitute Hirsch's name, or Bennett's, 
or Bloom's for Brocklehurst's, and to see the little psalm learner as an 
emblem of students who memorize what they are told to respect instead 
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of developing the sort of critical distance and individuality of preferences 
that might enable them to actively engage a tradition. 

Read as a parable, or even as a parody the passage implies its own 
norms, according to which Brocklehurst's program— or its modern 
counterparts— are judged fatuous. But the very phrase "read as a 
parable" raises an even more fundamental question about the nature 
of reading: if the passage can be read as a parable, it can be read in 
lots of other ways as well. If it can be said that this passage is about 
anything other than the relationship between a particular fictional 
schoolmaster and a particular fictional student, then the act of reading 
and the task of enabling students to read arc infinitely more complex 
than defenders of the tradition seem to think they are 

The program E. D. Hirsch proposes in Cultural Literacy {\^)%%\ for 
example, though admirable in its recognition that students cannot make 
sense of a text unless they recognize its allusions (would anyone think 
otherwise?) does not seem to recognize how small a part the recognition 
of allusions piays in reading. It is an obvious and essential part, but a 
small part nonetheless. Hirsch would argue, if I understand him properly, 
tb^i a reader who fails to recognize the list of biblical titles cited in 
our passage from Jane Eyre cannot understand the passage. That's true 
enough. But while recognition of the allusions is a necessary condition 
for enjoying the passage, it is far from a sufficient condition. The 
pleasure that experienced readers derive from this passage requires not 
only a recognition of the titles, but an awareness of the genre (a novel) 
and of the subtle tropes the novelist employs to distinguish this narrative 
from a series of uninterpreted events, giving it not just meaning, but 
meanings, rendering it significant in different ways for different readers, 
even significant in different ways for an individual reader at various 
stages her or his life. Readers trained by modern-day Brocklehursts 
might approach this passage with a complete command of its allusions, 
and yet still manage to miss bo*Ii the plcasure(s) and the point(s). 

Even an elementary reading of this passage calls into question one 
of the assumptions governing Allan Bloom's The Closing of the Amer- 
ican A/me/(1988) — the assumption that reading is a more or less simple 
act of seeing what is there on the page. Of course it is not, and no one 
remotely familiar with contemporary reading theory would pretend 
otherwise. As an example, I would imagine that //Bloom were to agree 
with my reading of Jane Eyre, at least to the extent that I think Bronte 
expects us to prefer Jane to Brocklehurst and his favorite pupil, he 
would imagine that the norms from which we derive this preference 
are in the text itself, objectively observable by any literate reader I 
would argue (not with any great originality, I confess) thai these norms 
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are not entirely in the text, nor arc they entirely in the reader. Rather, 
they are a function of a relationship between what is on the page and 
the particular set of values and life experiences that readers bring to 
the text, allowing them to judge the events and enjoy the narrative in 
the way they suspect Bronte wanted them to be judged and enjoyed. 
It is easy to imagine readers who would regard the passage as a criticism 
of Jane rather than of Brocklehurst (imagine, for example, a real-life 
Brocklehurst reading this passage) because they would assume, just as 
we all do, that Bronte, being a wise and established author, shares the 
same values and assumptions that they themselves find reasonable- We 
"know" that this reading is wrong; but we would be hard-pressed to 
find conclusive evidence on the page because in fact our own reading 
is based upon information and assumptions, even literary gossip, that 
the text is presumed to presume. 

It is easy to imagine students who understand the passage "literally" 
(if that term has meaning any more), yet who arc not equipped to 
make the readcrly moves that would enable them to recognize Brock- 
lehurst's insistence on the Psalms as finicky and rigid, to see Jane's list 
of preferred books as a simple preference for narrative to lyric, to see 
that Brocklehurst is duped by a clever gamin who knows how to double 
his cookie supply by feigning piety, to understand the whole passage 
as ironic commentary on the sort of abuse of authority in education 
that they themselves (these hapless students of ours) may have en- 
countered and even revered in their own lives, and who therefore miss 
what might make reading Jane Eyre a pleasure rather than a duty The 
ough part of teaching reading is not the recognition of allusions, but 
the readerly moves that turn recognition into insight and pleasure. 

The currently popular notion of '^cultural literacy" seems to me to 
be misguided, not just because of the bias with which it defines culture, 
but more importantly because of the reductivencss of its implicit 
definition of reading. Hirsch's program strikes me as merely one step 
beyond what Roland Barthes calls ''the inaugural stage'' of reading 
(1986a, p. 35) — by which Barthes seems to mean the ability merely to 
speak the words on the page. Hirsch would move beyond recognition 
of words to recognition of their significance in the culture. But far 
beyond that is the ability to recognize their significance in a particular 
text. The allusions are merely the tokens with which the game is played; 
true cultural literacy would require a knowledge of the thousands of 
subtle rules by which experienced readers play, often without the slightest 
conscious reflection. That sort of knowledge cannot be reduced to lists; 
and without that sort of knowledge lists are merely instruments of 
torture for adolescent minds. Reading's essential pleasure occurs far 
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beyond the level of cognition: and it is precisely this pleasure that is 
ignored in Hirsch's program, which is, lor all its earnestness, a Grad- 
grindian exercise in duty 

Knowing what the Psalms are, or what the Book of Daniel is, is not 
the same as knowing what they mean in a passage from a particular 
novel. This sort of knowledge must contend with the dizzying abyss 
of readings — the sort of limitless possibilities that enable us to impose/ 
recover significance on/from texts, and to understand them different!;' 
on each reading, as a child might derive pleasure from Jane Eyre in 
the sixth grade and other pleasures on reading it again and again in 
later years, each time discovering that it is a different book because 
each reading does in fact constitute a different book. 

The distinction between duty and pleasure has pedagogical and 
political consequences. We are all aware of the discipline we endured 
to become the readers we are: the hours spent, for example, reading 
required texts we did not particularly enjoy We arr always more 
conscious of self-discipline than of that other, more fupv amental drive, 
desire, which motivates most of our reading and cen our submission 
to discipline, but over which we have little control and for which we 
can take little credit. On other occasions I have drawn what seems to 
be a valid distinction between the French word for desire and the 
English. In English, desire !^ something that you can have or lack. 
Coaches may fault athletes for lacking desire, and expect them to 
develop it. In French, le desir is something that has yoiu and therein 
lies an important difforencij. What we do from desir we find more 
pleasant to do than to avoid. 

The most extraordinary learning of our lives — learning our first 
language — is, if current psychoanalytic theory is correct, motivated by 
a desire so profound that we do not perceive any labor in the effort. 
No discipline. No duty And fundamentally it is desir, not discipline, 
that accoimti. for our being English professors today ratiier than 
physicists or accountants. 

What is missing from Hirsch's program, then, is wliat Barthes calls 
the "eroticism'' of reading (1986a, p. 38). Whether eros of this kind, 
or any other, is a subject that can be taught is a moot question, but it 
seems unlikely that memorizing lists will inflame passion of any sort. 
Our own love aflUirs with literature, I suspect, were started neither by 
duty nor instruction. More than likely as Shirley Brice Heath (1982) 
has demonstrated, they began in the not incidentally sensuous setting 
of bedtime stories. However it occurred for us individually it is hard 
to imagine that Hirsch or anyone else who loves reading was moved 
to love it by the discipline of memorizing discrete bits of knowledge* 
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By neglecting pleasure and emphasizing discipline, by letting us 
believe that our own achievements are the result of duty rather than 
of desire, Hirsch's book offers a program in which the usual suspects- 
students born into the margins of the economy and the culture of 
books— will fail, just as they always do. And, oddly enough, it will not 
be just the political right who will feel justified in attributing these 
students' failure to their lack of discipline, their lack of intelligence, or 
even their lack of desire— as if this last quality were attainable by 
choice. U will be ordinary mainstream teachers and voters who, by 
virtue of their unwitting indoctrination into American culture, really 
believe that individual failure, educational or economic, is generally 
attributable to choices not made, to discipline not embraced— in other 
words an ethical failure within the old Puritan creed, one for which 
we need feel no guilt since the individuals who fail are "evil." 

Much more interesting than Hirsch's analysis (which is popular, I 
think, because it seems so commonsensical, makes the problem seem 
so manageable, and persuades its readers that they are culturally literate 
if they can recognize most of the trivia in his lists)— more interesting 
than this sort of analysis is the sort of investigations begun by Shirley 
Brice Heath (1983) to determine how families of predictably poor 
achievers behave in ways that make their children les.^ likely to succeed 
in school. Or to put the blame elsewhere, it would be much more 
interesting to determine whether children fail because of certain op- 
erational assumptions considered normal in the schools, such as the 
assumption that differences in performance among children in the early 
grades reflect differences in innate ability rather than differences in 
habits, attitudes, and predispositions developed at home and rewarded, 
not without bias, in school. 

Changing pedagogy to accommodate those students who perofMve 
themselves from the earliest grades as aliens in an indifferent land is, 
of course, a much more problematic enterprise than developing lists 
of information to be conveyed. It requires, more fundamentally an 
understanding of de.nire. It requires acknowledging that only some 
students bring with them on the first day of school those desires that 
school is designed to satisfy and reward, and that the alienation 
experienced by those other children, those destined to fail, is caused 
by habits and attitudes that they and their families are powerless to 
change. 

The psychological dynan ics of desire are bewildering, but we can 
begin to understand them by examining our own experiences, remem- 
bering, for example, that while desire can be courted it can never be 
compelled, and that desire even for abstractions like knowledge or skill 
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is often developed in connection with people we tove, and for whom 
we imagine our knowledge or skill will make us more pleasing. Desire 
is affect; it is not the sort of thing that lends itself to behavioral models 
of teaching and learning or to positivistic methods of testing and 
measuring. The bedtime story cannot be literally institutionalized, but 
the pleasure of that experience might be — might be paradigmatic of all 
successful pedagogy. We all learned best from teachers we loved — 
particularly in our earliest years, which are as crucial to the acquisition 
of cultural literacy as they are to the acquisition of language itself. 

Canons 

One specific way of including the alienated is, of course, to broaden 
the scope of literature to include representations of the cultures in 
which these students find themselves at home. This wa3 the topic of a 
conference sponsored by NCTE at Myrtle Beach in the summer of 
1988. The main speakers were Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, editors 
of the Norton Anthology of Literature by Women, and Henry Louis 
Gates, editor of a Norton anthology of Afro-American literature. There 
was an extraordinary harmony in the group; questions from the floor 
often implied that the speakers and the audience agreed completely 
about the need to expand the canon, if only effective means could be 
found to persuade the reactionary forces back home. The only hint of 
discord came from voices in favor of including other literature tradi- 
tionally marginalized: literature by Hispanic Americans, by Native 
Americans, by gays and lesbians. Even this discord, though, was 
effectively absorbed by a universal and, I think, proper attitude that 
all human experience can be a worthy subject of literature, and that 
our traditional exclusions merely impoverish ourselves and our students. 

What was disturbing about this accord was the absence of a radical 
critique of canonicity It seemed assumed that if Norton were to add 
still other literatures to its list, the balance of the official canon would 
be achieved. Each group seemed to want only an equitable piece of 
the action; only a few participants seemed bothered by the fact it is 
manifestly impossible to have Norton anthologies of everything (''What 
about Canadian literature?" someone next to me asked — or, for that 
matter, what about Caribbean literature, or Commonwealth literature, 
or literature in translation; and why should literature be defined so 
exclusively as to exclude the news media, the cinema, oral tradi- 
tions, . . . ). 

Anthologies obviously provide a valuable service by making disparate 
texts conveniently available, and, more recently, by extending the range 
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of what might be conveniently taught. And the anthologies discussed 
at Myrtle Beach are particularly welcome, because they make available 
two universes of literature whose absence in traditional curricula imply 
that the realm of literature is much more limited than it really is, 
resulting in a sense of alienation, of otherness, of secondariness to be 
experienced by students who are neither white nor male, and a false 
sense of normalcy to be experienced by thor,e who are. 

Yet I would question the argument ma<; e by the anthologizers that 
the canons implicit in their work are less reprehensible than those in 
earlier anthologies because they the new ones, result from a catholic 
and inclusive motive rather than an ideology of exclusion. E\en a 
Norton anthology can contain only so many pages, so that ev^^rv* act 
of inclusion must necessarily be an act of exclusion as well. A' u while 
it may be unfair to expect anthologizers to foreground the principles 
and biases that guide their selections and omissions (one suspects that 
it boils down to a selection of what the editors perceive to be the most 
interesting, important, and affordable works within their ken and within 
their page limitations), it is indispensable for us as teachers to help our 
students infer and examine those principles and biases and to resist 
the inherent tendency of anthologies to canonize their contents. 

Ohe might begin, for example, with the subtitle of Gilbert and 
Gubar's anthology: The Tradition in English. Obviously what is in- 
cluded in the book is not the tradition, but selections reflecting the 
taste and judgment of two remarkable but not infallible scholars who 
are at times limited by external constraints (time, money, and space, 
for example) not entirely under their control. Nor is it a tradition in 
the sense that the xnore recent writers included were necessarily influ- 
enced by the earlier writers in the collection. Some, no doubt, were. 
But to claim a tradition, to suggest a sorority or matriarchy of influence 
is really to invent ex post facto a state of affairs that we all know did 
not exist. It strikes me that it would be better for students to come to 
grips with the political and cultural forces that made such a tnntriarchy 
or sorority unlikely than to sugg'jst to them that it actually ocLurred; 
and then, perhaps, better for them to wonder whether and to what 
extent a tradition limited to a single gender is either possible or desirable. 
These are key questions, it seems to me, and I hope that raising them 
does not seem ungenerous. It's not that this anthology errs in a way 
that might have been avoided; it's that all anthologies are necessarily 
constructions based upon what particular editors consider important 
and interesting, and cannot be mere reflections of a tradition existing 
transcendentally out there on its own. There is always and necessarily 
an element of cultural and political aggression in every anthology 
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Underlying the proliferation of specialized anthologies is the myth 
of coverage, the rednctio ad absurdum of Hirsch's and Bennett's and 
Bloom's arguments that the ills of American education might be cured 
by the infusion of content, the supposition that a balanced represen- 
tation of all human experience is achie/able, when in fact we are all 
doomed by limits of time and taste to enjoy only fragments. Many 
English departments institutionalize the myth of coverage in the form 
of comprehensive exams on monumental or even unlimited reading 
lists. The inhumanity of these ordeals, the useless anguish they cause 
serious students, is as cruel as any abuse imagined in Jane Eyre. This 
myth also undergirds the pretense that potential for graduate work is 
properly assessed by GRE exams based in part upon someone's notion 
of what counts as important literature — a canon which the profession 
as a whole seems to accept as unproblematic, proper, and true. At all 
levels, from grade school through graduate school, there seems to be 
an operational dichotomy between formalism and content; or to put 
it more plainly, between practices that neglect coverage in order to 
emphasize intellectual skills of one kind or another, and those that 
focus on mastery of content rather than skills. It would be trite to say 
that neither skills nor content are of much value without the other, 
but given the popularity of Hirsch's and Bloom's books, perhaps this 
trite observation needs to be made: Hirsch s facts without critical skills 
are deadly, and Bloom's authoritarian reading of works in a fairiy 
narrow canon amounts to a secular superstition, not a liberal education. 

Also at stake in these practices is whatever the opposite of anxiety 
about influence might be— the dread of originality perhaps, the fear 
that our values and insights will be ignored by others, particulariy by 
the next generation. It is a well-founded dread, since the best scholars 
of every generation are always those who successfully challenge their 
predecessors, and among the worst are always those who merely accept 
what they have been taught. I don't know why we resist the inevitable 
independence of our students— the fact that, regardless of our influence, 
they will analyze, evakiate, and sometimes even reject what we ourselves 
love, just as we have analyzed, evaluated, and sometimes rejected what 
our teachers loved. This is the same gesture by which Chariotte Bronte 
establishes Jane Eyre's right to dislike the Psalms if she desires to gives 
all of us, our students included, the right to dislike whatever we 
choose — even to dislike Jane Eyre, if we find its language artificially 
elcvaiod, its heroine a trifle provincial, her virtue at times callous and 
insensitive, and the happy ending contrived. 

The Ignalian tradition of meditation generally concludes with a series 
of resolutions — the Jesuits having distinguished themselves from the 
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contemplative orders by their commitment . to action. My list of 
resolutions would not include a call to resist superficial notions of 
reading and culture, because the comeditators I imagine arc already, 
for reasons of their own, inhospitable to these notions. I would, however, 
propose some other resolutions. 

One would be that as individual teachers, we develop our own 
varieties of what Barthes called a "peaceable speech" (1986b, p. 330), 
a discourse in which our authority to choose and interpret texts is not 
abdicated, but tempered by negotiation, so that the desire that motivates 
all genuine learning can be nurtured. 

Another would be that as influential members of English departments, 
we hasten to dismantle all testing procedures that expose graduate 
students or undergraduates to harassment based upon the myth of 
coverage or the dread of originality GRE subject exams, for example, 
are necessarily biased in their coverage, and comprehensive exams at 
many graduate institutions still purvey the myth that graduate students 
ought to remember absolutely every work in the field the exam covers, 
even though the students may have been required to prepare four or 
five fields. Would it not be more honest and more effective to have 
students, with the help of their professors, propose questions of their 
own (thus allowing the element of desire to play its natural role in 
their preparation), and for professors, on the day of the examination, 
to choose a few questions to be answered from the list prepared by the 
students? 

A third resolution would be that a professional organization such as 
MLA or NCTE commission a study of the GRE exams, which even 
ETS tells us are the worst single predictors of success in graduate 
school, to determine whether they can be made free of linguistic and 
canonical biases. 

Jane Eyre, incidentally, does not escape the centripetal pull of class 
bias and ethnocentricity to which we arc all subject. She is remarkably 
unappreciative of Adele, her pupil, whose language (French), religion 
(Catholicism), and talent (theatrical) she regards not as just different 
from her own, but inferior. And when she finally has a school of her 
own, she cleariy prefers the students who are most like herself and 
regards the others as uneducable, as if their resistance to learning were 
a fact of nature rather than a construct of the social order. If we can 
forgive Jane Eyre her condescension, it is because she is, after all, a 
provincial Quaker giri, and despite her modest achievements, not overiy 
bright. And her potential for exercising cultural tyranny over others is 
nothing compared to the power wielded by a modern secretary of 
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education, or a distinguished chair holder— or even an ordinary pro- 
fessor of English. 
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Janet Emig 



Janet limig, president of NCTE in 1989, is University Professor 
of English Education at Rutgers University. She is the author of 
The Composing Processc\H of T\\xiiih Graders: The Web oj Meaning: 
Essays on Writing, Teaching. Learning, and Thinl<ing: and articles 
and poems in a broad range of scholarly journals. She is cofounder 
of the New Jersey Writing Project, and a recipient of the MLA's 
Mina Shaughnessy Award. 

She attended the 1988 NCTE Summer Institute in her capacity 
as ihe Councirs president-elect. During the Institute, she raised 
what we feel is an inevitable question: why is it that in our 
contemporary enthusiasm for ''theor>'" we exclude learning theory 
from our field of attention? By implication, are we not ignoring 
the student reader and, despite our apparent intention to do 
otherwise, re-privileging the text, particularly those texts we deem 
worthy of the name 'iiieraiurc''? 

In the opening of her essay, Professor Emig re-creates the scene 
we remember so well: the intellectual excitement of the morning 
session, the asking of the question, and the quiet shock we felt 
as we understood: learning theory somehow did not belong here— 
an odd situation, for we were, all of us, teachers. 

A throbbing recent conference on the teaching of literature. One of 
the most productive, scholarly, and eloquent of our feminists. The 
lecture shot from the canon's mouth— fresh, witty— with a triple 
somersault into a curtsy at the end. The discussion period. Some 
skewed, intriguing insights into Stowe, Chopin, Plath. Then a question: 
"What you've been talking about this afternoon is a fen:inist transfor- 
mation of our tradition. Will transforming our tradition also transform 
our teaching?'' Pause. Then, *\Are you talking about chairs in a circle 
and all that touchy, fccly stuff of the sixties?*' No; that was not what 
the questioner — what I— was talking about. I was asking a question 
about feminist theory, about its marrow, by which I meant *'How does 
feminist theory enter your classroom, inform your teaching, and stay?" 
I persisted; I asked about Carol GilHgan, about women's ways of 

knowing (Belenky et al. 1986)— growing visibly angry, as friends told 
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me V ho were too far across the room to tug me back into my chair. 
Her reply? **rm not a psychologist'' 

Here was a woman seemingly willing to entertain every possibility 
about theory but one; that there could be embedded in her theory 
requisite implications for how she conducted her classes. Or perhaps, 
more, that there could be theory concerning learning and teaching as 
vivid and explanatory as any attempting to characterize the nature of 
textuality and of language. Not that she is alone. In most departments 
of English there is, I believe, a terrifying naYvete, a proud and boastful 
absence of any such theory. In my own department, for example, 
theories of learning and of teaching are regularly dismissed as matters 
of '*mere affect.'' 

A second encounter: at the beginning of the English Coalition 
Conference, that unique 1987 professional conversation among ele- 
mentary, secondary, and college teachers of English, an almost imme- 
diate confrontation about theory The elementary and secondary teacher 
participants challenged the college participants' steady citing of theory 
to make their arguments. Actually, the teachers first classed theory, 
along with other terms such as privileged and situated, as jargon to 
which they took exception. What emerged, once a brokered definition 
was finally formulated, was not that the college participants were 
theoried and the precollegiate participants were not. Rather, that both 
groups were theoried, but theoried differently, drawing upon different 
theoretical traditions. If the elementary teachers were hearing for tiie 
first time such names as Lacan and Derrida, many of the college 
participants were hearing, also for the first time, such names as Clay, 
Donaldson, Luria, and even Vygotsky 

To overgencralize, the theories that the college participants knew 
attempted to characterize universals of textuality and of language; the 
theories the public school teachers, particularly the elementary school 
teachers, knew attempted to characterize the developmental dimension 
of learning and of teaching, the dimension that suggests that all of us 
evolve through phases, stages, episodes, periods (various theorists have 
their favorite meiaphor) as we mature as doers and thinkers. 

This essay makes two clt'.ims: the first is that most of us in English 
studies do not know these crucial learning and teaching theories. The 
second is that if ve do not soon come to learn these theories and allow 
them to enter our classrooms, English studies will continue to lose its 
constituency, the possible future English major, and continue to fail 
the general student population, thus contributing, ironically — that is, 
unintentionally, but formidably— to the literacy crisis in higher edu- 
cation. 
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What can learning about learning contribute to a transformation of 
English studies? First, it offers a redefinition of theory that organically 
brings our students into tne dialogue. Second, it offers explanations for 
the failures we are evperiencing in our attempts to introduce and to 
sustain the teaching of literary critical theory in our classrooms. Third, 
moi^e positively, a developmental perspective provides the foundations 
for far greater success, representing for our students the possibility of 
becoming the very theorists we want them to become. 

The view of theory many of us currently hold is that it represents 
an explanatory matrix of some phenomenon or phenomena, formu- 
lated, preferably, with formality, power, and elegance. If asked where 
we acquired such a definition of theory, most of us would confess that 
we developed it over a significant period of time — often many years — 
as the result of inculcation through our undergraduate courses but 
more likely our graduate courses and seminars in critical theory. There, 
as Robert Parker notes in a recent essay, "Theories of Writing Instruc- 
tion," theories were **treated as public objects, proposed by expert 
scholars in the field" (p. 19), with students getting theories "by selecting 
them from the public arena of professional discourse. More accurately, 
in most departments of English, of having these theories selected for 
them'" 

We came then to regard serious theory as an entity to be transmitted 
by professors and to be received by students, by us. Many of the 
theories we thus came to know were literally remote, observing stringent 
geographic and linguistic requirements, with far viewed as superior to 
neaK arriving from across oceans and from continents beyond those 
oceans; and, if not actually in other languages, or requiring active 
translation, at least heavily accented. 

Not surprisingly then, when many of us begc*^ to teach critical 
theory in our classes, we followed the models proviued by our graduate 
professors, though often without explicitly noting the features of their 
selection and presentation noted above. And without remembering our 
own responses (for "responses," read uncertainties, confusions, and 
vulnerabilities) as novice theorists along the way 

Some of us— do we remember?— demonstrated awesome negative 
or protean capabilities. At conferences we attended, after hearing as 
the keynote a compelling Marxist reading of The Cat in the Hat, we 
(bought "Yes, I really am a Marxist." Then, in the first session, a 
Rosenblattian conducted a beautifully modulated orchestration of our 
responses to Under the Lilacs: ^'Obviously I am even theoretically a 
reader-responder." Next followed a tautly eloquent feminist reading of 
The Little Prince and a new response: "Only a feminist perspective 
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provides the insights I require " Finally, we were introduced to the basic 
tenets of post-structuralism: "Now logic compels me to deconstruct 
my universe, and the universe of my students/' Locally, we may have 
noticed that while we heatedly espoused one theory of textuality over 
lunch, we enacted another after lunch in our blurred genre class, and 
wrote yet a third after we arrived home in that article we hoped to 
submit to College English, 

Some of us experienced the opposite reaction. We found one theory 
that to our favorite professor and perhaps even to us illuminated vividly 
and inclusively all essences of the acts of reading and writing; and we 
settled down on that theory like a brooding hen. Perhaps our acceptance 
even hardened into an implacable a*"i possibly ossifying allegiance that 
we required of those who would be our colleagues and those who had 
no choice but to be our students, with the irrational outcome that we 
were asking our freshmen and sophomores to be at eighteen and 
nineteen where we were, theoretically and developmentally, at thirty 
or forty or even fifty 

By not knowing developmental theory, we do not appreciate that 
most of the major critical theories make stringent developmental 
demands. William Perry (1970) and other developmentalists suggest 
that the capability for a "full relativism" (the term is, I think, self- 
explanatory) : ^presents a late cognitive development; and yet compre- 
hension of most variants of deconstruction, Marxism, and feminism 
requires such relativism. As an example, let us examine the demands 
of deconstruction. 



Deconstruction 

In his introduction to Sharon Crowley's (1989) valuable Teacher's 
Introduction to Deconstruction, W. Ross Wintcrowd provides this dcf- 
inition: 

In bare essence, the project of deconstruction is to obliterate the 
doctrine of presence in Western metaphysics— that is, to decon- 
struct the all-pervasive notion that behind the words is a truth 
that the words express Deconctruction, then, razes determi- 
nate meaning and from the rubble constructs the indeterminate 
text, behind which or within which there is no simple, unvarying 
meaning, (p. x) 

The most telling way we can imagine the cognitive shock whh which 
unsteady and naive eighteen- and nineteen-year-old readers would greet 
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such cpistcmological unendings would be to try to imagine how we as 
freshmen and sophomores would have resi.onded to that news. If we 
had learned reading as it was/is taught in most secondary schools, early 
on we would have regularly been expected to answer such text and 
teacher questions as *'Why did the author write this storyT' or ''What 
is the author's purpose in this essay?'' — questions thai clearly assume 
determinate meanings and determinate texts. We were programmed to 
expect a one-to-one correspondence, not a one-to-many correlation. 
Suddenly wc must consider that the text has many meanings, many 
of which are equally legitimate? The author's purpose is but one factor, 
if it exists or counts at all, in our interpretation of the text? Our 
readings create the text? More than relativistic, it is quite possible that 
we would have regarded such a state of affairs as chaotic, and we may 
have responded with high anxiety, even angen 

The linguist C. Jan Swearingen rebukes colleagues who ask freshmen 
and sophomores to become instant deconstructionists. In an essay 
succinctly tilled "Bloomsday for Literacy: How Reactionaries and 
Relativists Alike Undermine Literacy while Seeming to Promote It" 
(1988), she claims that for such students ''the bullies of the left and 
the bullies of the right are bullies in equal measure." The essentials of 
her argument against the bullies of the right — Hirsch, Bloom, Bennett- 
are now as well-worn as the hall carpet. Her ca^iC against what she calls 
"the left wing critical theory mandarinate" is newer, with what she 
calls its "scandalous disregard for those entering the entrj'-level courses 
in college": 

How can students who have not yet learned to read as "naive'' 
or "scntimentaP' readers jump in at the level of problematizing 
such reading? How can anyone learn to problematize something 
*hat has not yet been known or imparted? Do we impart traditional 
m(>des of reading and writing only to hastily — and cruelly — snatch 
them away? Our writing classes are full of students whose self is 
mute because ihey have never ;ome into contact with the cultural 
conventions of posi-Cartesi^.u post-Enlightenment, or post-Ro- 
mantic conceptions and practices as self and voice. To tell such 
students thai there is no such thing as accurate reference because 
there is no reality is — many feel — a pathologically arrogant act. 
(pp. 4-5) 

Is there then no theory that will not make insuperable cognitive 
demands? I believe that what is more appropriate, sensible, helpful, 
and developmentally valid is to sponsor initially among our under- 
graduates, pn:licalarly our entry-level students, a constructivist point 
of view. 
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Constructivism 

Here is a graceful definition of constructivism by m> late colleague at 
Rutgers, Marianne Amarel (1988); 

The keystones of a constructivist view seem to me related to two 
qualities of the human mind: the predisposition to seek order, 
and derive meaning from experiences; and its corollary, that 
cognition has an intentional, purposive quality. [It is obvious that 
we are in the presence of a theory with tenets antithetical to 
deconstruction.] Applied to learning, such a view implies an active 
learner who does not passively inhale and retain knowledge as 
encountered but instead attends to and interprets experience 
actively, selectively !t is in this sense that knowledge is con- 
structed — individuals perceive, organize and retain their experi- 
ence in a unique fashion. 

Note here that theory becomes a personal construct — but ours, not 
someone else's. Theorizing is acknowledged as an inevitable human 
activity As Donald Graves once said to me, "You can't get up in the 
morning without one." Theory becomes, as Louise Phelps (1988) 
suggests, "a form of intelligibility that the theorist tries to give to 
personal dilemmas, deeply felt • . • a way to make sense of life. For 
oneself, for others" (p. viii). 

According to this theory, all of us hold, if only tacitly and unsys- 
tematically, constructs about the nature of learning. What it means, 
too, is that our students come to us with constructs about reading and 
writing. Through their private and their school encounters with te :t, 
their creation, comprehension, and interpretation, our students have 
built constructs about what reading and writing are and about what 
ro!^: these processes serve, or do not serve, in their lives. 

Where theory contemplation begins, then, is with our attempting as 
instructors to elicit our students* constructs — not ours; not a noted 
theorist's — about the nature of literacy. Because our students' constructs 
are probably tacit, we must devise and enact methods for eliciting their 
sets of beliefs and values. In a graduate seminar i teach on developing 
a theory of English studies, students move through a sequence of 
activities from tacit to explicit, from terse to elaborated. They are asked 
to make a one-sentence metaphor about their construct for reading. 
Even betbre that, they have the option of either drawing their view of 
reading and writing or of bringing in a photograph or a montage that 
represents how they define the processes. Even before that, honoring 
Bruner's and Piaget's cognitive sequencing, I have asked them to express 
their views through movement or dance. (But why do I feel that I have 
just lost some of you, dear, inhibited readers?) 
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Later, the students are asked to write a fable or story about their 
views; to make, literall:; a model of those views; to write a letter to 
anyone living or dead about how they regard literacy; and to set forth 
as a geometry with proposition and corollaries their set of beliefs. The 
last follows the mode in which the psychologist George Kelly, whom 
they read, sets out his theory in A Theory of Personality (1963). (Kelly 
and his followers devised ingenious ways of ascertaining such constructs 
through what they called Repertory Grids, but these are possibly too 
psychometrically complex for our purposes.) The instructor participates, 
by the way, often by doing her own assignments. 

What emerges in the classroom are at once remarkably similar and 
remarkably diverse views of just what reading is and how it can or 
cannot serve the reader. Theory then becomes a vivid matter of setting 
out the beliefs we hold against the beliefs of others, an occasion for 
making more coherent to others, and — quite as important — to our- 
selves, just v'hat it is we believe, and why. Since, as Perry notes, we 
evolve intellectually only if our notions must confront contrasting 
notions, perhaps after examining their own theories of reading, students 
cao turn to the established theories of noted literary critics more openly 
and comprehendingly. 

In the report The English Coalition Conference: Democracy through 
Language ( 1 989), after describing a year-long entry-level course focusing 
on **how language shapes and is shaped by the self, by communities, 
and by society,'' tne participants in the college strand note: 

Such a sequence would require designing the freshman English 
course around three basic principles: investigation or critical 
inquiry, collaboration, and conscious theorizing. The principle of 
critical inquiry suggests that students arc in active control of their 
learning— using, analyzing, and cvaluatiag language within dif- 
ferent contexts. The collaborative model suggests that the teacher 
acts as an informed and challenging coach, offering multiple 
perspectives, while students practice and experience the kind of 
cooperation all citizens increasingly need. 

And finally, to our purposes. 

The concept of conscious theorizing about their learning and 
about how language works (and to what ends it works in various 
contexts) allows students to understand the principles ihey follow 
and so enables them to transfer what they learn, (p. 28) 

If we candidly remember our own intellectual, our own theoretical 
histories, we will acknowledge that we were not born Marxists or 
feminists; that we evolved, often tortuously, to whatever current sets 
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of beliefs and theories we now hold. Consequently, we must not merely 
permit, we must actively sponsor those textual and classroom encounters 
that will allow our students to begin their own odysseys toward their 
own theoretical maturity 
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Steven Lynn 



Steven Lynn is associate professor of l-nglish at the University of 
South Carolina-Columbia, a large research university enrolling 
1 5,000 undergraduate and graduate students. He has taught there 
for seven years, having taught previously at the universities of 
Texas and Alabama. Professor Lynn teaches courses in writing, 
in the history of rhetoric, in eightccnth-ecntury literature, and in 
critical theory. In addition tc his teaching, he directs the univer- 
sity's Writing Center. 

Having written his dissertation — soon to become a book — on 
the rhetoric of Samuel Johnson's Humbley essays. Professor Lynn 
sees himself as "a hybrid— a composition/rhetoric person (I 
studied with Kinneavy) and a 'literature person' in one. My 
interest in theory helps pull the two areas together." His essay in 
this collection is also a synthesis, not only of theory and practice, 
literary criticism and pedagogy, but also of many of the theoretical 
perspectives represented in the two Summer Institutes. In the 
year following the first Myrtle Beach meeting, he designed and 
led a three-week teacher-training institute on contemporary theory, 
an experience which he describes in the opening of his essay 

Professor Lywn's essays have been published in journals as 
various and distinguished as FAghteenth Century Studies, The 
Journal of Developmental IMwat ion, and The Journal of Technical 
Writing and Communication. The following was originally pre- 
pared for inclusion in this volume, but appeared in somewhat 
diftereni form in the March 1990 College English. 

She might have deplored the sentiment had it come from one of her 
students. "What we need,'' she was saying, "is a short cut, a simple 
guide, a kind of recipe for each of these theories, telling us step by step 
how to make a particular reading.'' It was the second week of a three- 
week institute dedicf.ted to the proposition that all teachers were created 
equal, and therefore all should share in the excitement and challenge 
of the ongoing transformation of literary criticism. But these teachers, 
it was clear, were on the verge of saying, ''U:i's just pretend that nothing 
important has happened since, oh, 1967." I had whipped them into an 
evangelistic fever 3^ the outset of the institute, ready to receive the 
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spirit of critical theory; and they had read so much and worked so 
hard. But I nodded. She was right. They were mired in complexity and 
subtleties. I '•ealized, of course, that no one whose loaf was fully sliced 
would seriously attempt an overview of recent critical theory in a few 
pages. But they needed to gei their bearings. Once they aid, the confusion 
would subside. So I came up with the briefest of guides to some of the 
recent critical theory, an overview that would succeed when its users 
began to understand its limitations. 

My strategy was to show how a single passage might be treated by 
a handful of different critical ihcoiics. Although multiple readings of 
the same work are easy to assemble, and useful, my effort not only 
had the virtue of a calculated simplicity and brevity; it also displayed 
the same reader attempting to act as the extension of various different 
interpretive codes. The passage I chose, an excerpt from Brendan Gill's 
Here at the New Yorker {1975), is itself brief, but also rich. In offering 
these notes I am assuming that my reader, like those teachers, knows 
enough about recent critical theory to be confused. Obviously, my 
theorizing will be alarmingly reductive, and the examples will not 
illustrate what any student at any level can produce, given a sketch of 
this or that theory. They illustrate only what I can do to provide in a 
very small space an example of a particular kind of critical behavior. 
But my teacher/students, as well as my student/students, have found 
these discussion/examples helpful, and so I will proceed immediately 
to Gill's text and then mine: 

Here's Gill's text:* 

When I started at Tlw New YorkeK I felt an unshakable 
confidence in my talent and intelligence. I revelled in them openly, 
like a dolphin diving skyward out of the sea. After almost forty 
years, my assurance is less than it was; the rcvellings, such as 
they are, take place in becoming seclusion. This steady progress 
downward in the amount of one's confidence is a commonplace 
at the magazine—one might almost call it a tradition. Again and 
agrin, some writer who has made a name for himself in the world 
will begin to write for us and will discover as if for the first time 
how difficult writing is. The machinery of benign skepticism that 
surrounds and besets him in the form of editors, copy editors, 
and checkers, to say nothing of fellow-writers, digs a yawning pit 
an inch or so beyond his desk. He hears it repeated as gospel 
that there are not three people in all America who can set down 
a simple declarative sentence correctly; what are the odds against 
his being one of this tiny elect? 

• From Here at the Sew Yorker, by Brendan Gill. Copyrighl © 197* *iy Brendan 
Gill. Reprinted by permission of Random House. Inc. 
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In some cases, the pressure of all those doubling eyes upon 
his copy is more than the writer can bean When the galleys of a 
piece are placed in front of him, covered with scores, perhaps 
hundreds, of pencilled hen-tracks of inquiry, suggestion, and 
correction, he may sense not the glory of creation but the threat 
of being stung to death by an army of gnats. Upon which he may 
think of nothing better to do than lower his head onto his blotter 
and burst into tears. Thanks to the hen-tracks and their conse- 
quences, the piece will be much improved, but the author of it 
will be pitched into a state of graver self-doubt than ever. Poor 
devil, he will type out his name on a sheet of paper and stare at 
it long and long, with dumb uncertainty. It looks— oh, Christ!— 
his name looks as if it could stand some working on. 

As ! was writing the above, Gardner Botsford, the editor who, 
among other duties, handles copy for 'Theatre,'' came into my 
office with the galleys of my latest play review in his hand. Wearing 
an expression of solemnity, he said, '*I am obliged to inform you 
that Miss Gould has found a buried dangling modifier in one of 
your sentences.'* Miss Gould is our head copy editor and un- 
questionably knows as much about English grammar as anyone 
alive. Gerunds, predicate nominatives, and passive periphrastic 
conjugations are mother's milk to her, a' they are not to me. 
Nevertheless, I boldly challenged her allegations. My prose was 
surely correct in every way. Botsford placed the galleys before me 
and indicated the offending sentence, which ran, "I am told that 
in her ninth decade this beautiful woman's only complaint in 
respect to her role is that she doesn't have enough work to do." 

I glared blankly at the galleys. Humiliating enough to have 
buried a dangling modifier unawares; still more humiliating not 
to be able to disinter it. Botsford came to my rescue. "Miss Gould 
points out that as the sentence is written, the meaning is that the 
complaint is in its ninth decade and has, moreover, suddenly and 
unaccountably assumed the female gender." I said that in my 
opinion the sentence could only be made worse by being cor- 
rected—and it was plair. that "The only complaint of this beautiful 
woman in her ninth decade . . ." would hang on the page as 
heavy as a sash-weight. "Quite so," said Botsford. "There arc 
times when to be right is wrong, and this is one of them. The 
sentence stands." 



New Criticism 

I'll start with New Criticis^m because modern literary study arguably 
begins with New Criticism, and because it is probably, even today the 
most pervasive way of looking at literature. It emerged in the struggle 
to make literary criticism a respectable profession, which for many 
scholars meant making it more rigorous, more like the sciences— a 
goal embodied in Wellek and Warren's landmark Iheory of Literature 
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(1949). Wellek's chapter on *The Mode of Existence of a Literary Work 
of Art" is crucial: '*The work of art.'' Wellek asserts, is ''an object of 
knowledge," ''a system of norms of ideal concepts which are intersub- 
jective" (p. 156). What Wellek means by this difficult formulation, at 
least in part, is that '*a literary work of art is in exactly the ;iame 
position as a system of language" (p. 1 52). Because the work has the 
same sort of stable and ''objective" status as a language, existing in a 
"collective ideology" governed by enduring "norms," critical statements 
are not merely opinions of taste: "It will always be possible to detei*mine 
which point of view grasps the subject most thoroughly and deeply" 
and therefore "all relativism is ultimately defeated" (p. 156). This 
assumption is important, because although New Critics in practice have 
not always ignored authors, genres, or historical contexts, the purpose 
of their analysis of particular works, their '*close reading," has been 
finally to reveal how the formal elements of the literary work, often 
thought of as a poem create and resolve tension and irony. Great 
works resolve profound tensions, and therefore New Criticism's **in- 
trinsic" analysis, dealing with the work in isolation, is implicitly 
evaluative. 

Common sense might suggest that the function of criticism is to 
reveal the meaning of a work, but New Criticism attends to how a 
work means, not whau for a simple reason: as Cleanth Brooks (1947) 
puts it, the meaning of a work is "a controlled experience which has 
to be experienced, not a logical process" (p. 190). The meaning cannot, 
in other words, be summed up in a proposition, but ihe system of 
norms that constructs a reader's experience can be analyzed. So, the 
New Critic focuses on "the poem itself" (rather than the author, the 
reader, the historical context), asking "What elements are in tension 
in this work?" and "What unity resolves this tension?" 

In Giirs stor>; the most obvious tension might be seen as that 
between* right and wrong (or editor versus writer, or Mie world versus 
The New Yorker, or grammar versus style, or confidence versus doubt, 
or something else). Whatever the basic tension is determined to be, it 
must somehow be resolved if the text is to succeed, and New Criticism 
is inevitably teleological: endings are crucial. Thus a New Critical 
reading of GilPs passage might well focus on the reconciliation at the 
end, when Botsford pronounces "right is wrong.*' The New Critic would 
then consider, "How does this idea fit into the system of the work's 
tensions, and how is the tension ordered and resolved?'' Thv^ following 
paragraph briefly suggests the sort of discussion that might be produced 
in response: 
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In Gill's siory of the dangling modifier. Boisford solves the 
conflict between Miss Gould's rules and Gill's taste with a paradox 
that unifies the work: sometimes "right is wrong." Miss Gould 
was right to spot the error, but Gill was right to have written the 
sentence as he did. The profound irony of this solution is 
reinforced by various paradoxical images: for example, the dolphin 
is ''diving skyward," an action that in its simultaneously downward 
(**diving") and upward ("skyward") implications embodies the 
same logic as a wrong rightness. The ^'progress downward" of the 
writer, and even his "becoming seclusion" (appealing to others; 
unknown to others), conveys the same image. In larger terms, the 
writer's "unshakable confidence" that quickly becomes a "dumb 
uncertainty'* suggests the reversal that informs the story's truth. 
In such an upside-down world we would expect to find the 
imagery of struggle and violence, and such is indicated by the 
"yawning pit" and the "army of gnats " Such tension is harmonized 
by Gill's brilliant conclusion: in writing, conducted properly, the 
demands of correctness and style arc harmonized by the writer^s 
poetic instincts, just as the story itself is resolved by the notion 
of a correct error. 

Structuralism 

At first glance, structuralism might appear to be simply the enlargement 
of New Criticism's ijroject. Instead of focusing on the formal elements 
that create the experience of a particular work, structuralism aspired 
to deal, as Terry Eagleton (1982) says, "with structures, and more 
particularly with examining the general laws by which they work" (p. 
94). A structuralist, for example, would be interested in isolating the 
conventions that allov^ us to identify a text as a story. In the case of 
Gill's passage, although it is an excerpt, many readers will perceive it 
to be self-contained. Is it then a storj', an entity in itself, or is it 
meaningful only as a fragment, a part of Here at the New Yorker? If 
u'e consider how we decide whether something is a story, we might 
well agree that a passage becomes a story when it fits our ideas of what 
a story is, when it satisfies certain "general laws" of discourse regarding 
a **story." Some readers will assert that this passage does have a 
beginning, a middle, and an end; harmony, complication and crisis, 
and resolution. It also has a hero (the writer, who appears to be Gill), 
a helper (Botsford), and a villain (Miss Gould), essential entities in 
Vladimir Propp's (1968) formal analysis of the properties of one kind 
of story, the folktale. We can identify these elements, which soine 
readers would say are essential to a story, because we can relate this 
story to other ones and to a paradigm of stories. Wc can imagine (and 
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perhaps even recall) other stories involving a confident neophyte who 
encounters destruclive forces, descends into despair and near helpless- 
ness, and then finds an unexpected helper and vindication. Such 
structuralist analysis moves into the realm of archetypal criticism (as 
in Northrop Frye's work) when it seeks the universal patterns, the 
**archetypes" which are the foundation of the jystem of 'literature," 
rather than isolating the structures and relationships within a particular 
system of discourse. 

To produce a structuralist reading, then, exposing a text's conventions 
and operations, we must first identify the elements of the text— the 
genre, the agents, the episodes, the turning points, whatever. Structur- 
alists are naturally attracted to charts and diagrams because these are 
helpful in reducing the complexity of a text to some understandable 
pattern, which can be compared to other patterns, or their transmu- 
tation, or absence. This concern with conventions rather than discrete 
works means that structuralism, unlike New Criticism, is not implicitly 
evaluative. Gulliver's Travels and ''Gilligan's Island" are equally worthy 
of analysis, at least structurally: they may, in fact, illuminate one 
another, since textual conventions appear in the relationship of texts. 
If all the stories in our culture conventionally end with the hero 
disappearing into the forest with a pack of multicolored dogs, as Joseph 
Grimes (1975) reports is indeed the case in one African culture (p. xx), 
then we recognize such an event as a discrete element: the ending 
element. In the case of GilPs text, one convention of a literary work 
that we surely recognize as missing is a beginning operation: a title. 
Does this lack alone disqualify the texi as a literary story? If so, could 
we then add a title (what would it be?) and make the text into a story? 
If so, who would be the author of this story that didn't exist until we 
titled it? (We might also consider the status of this story before it was 
extricated from Gill's book.) 

Because students' experience of literature may be limited, it*s often 
helpful to supply comparable texts or to ask students to invent a 
comparable text. Here is my attempt to think structurally about this 
excerpt and anal; l e its most significant features, followed by a sketch 
of another story based on the same underlying features: 

The siruciure of GilPs text involves the repetition of an 
underlying sequence. This sequence, which we see in ihe first two 
paragraphs, might be represented this way: 

1. Unrealistic confidence (''unshakable confidence'') + critical 
forces (editors, copy editors, and chcckcrs)-*unrealislic doubt 
(''dumb uncertainty''). 
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The same underlying structure appears in the last two para- 
graphs, except this time a particular example of the pattern is 
presented: 

2. Specific instance: unrealistic confidence (*'boldly challenged 
her allegation") + a critical force (Miss GouldHunrcalistic 
doubt C'still more humiliating''). 

in the final paragraph the pattern is inverted, which is a 
common occurrence in the concluding element of a series: 

3. Unrealistic doubt (helpless to ''disinter it'') + a helpful force 
(Botsford)->realistic confidence (Gill's opinion is confirmed 
when "The sentence stands"). 

The same pattern is exemplified in the following plot: 

1. Dreaming of future glory as an artist, a student comes to 
study at the university and discovers that art professors 
systematically show students how incompetent they are. 

2. The art student turns in a project, and one faculty member 
explains in public how the project is grossly wrong. The 
student did not realize that he had departed from the 
assignment. 

3. The chairman of the department then responds to the faculty 
member's criticism, saying that the assignment was a foolish 
Oiie, and the student has demonstrated admirable creativity 
in revising the professor's directions and producing a good 
project. 



Deconstruction 



New Criticism, like Current-Traditional Rhetoric, is product-oriented. 
It is perhaps then not surprising that my New Critical reading of Gill's 
piece focuses on the centrality of error, one of C-T Rhetoric's funda- 
mental concerns. At first glance, GilPs story may appear to deflate 
Error's terror, since being wrong turns out to be right. If we press this 
close reading, however, asking if the text might say something other 
than what it appears to say, we move into the realm of deconstruction. 
Composition students in particular might be sensitive to the way 
Botsford's paradox reverses itself, unravelling GilPsgiammaticai triumph 
and plunging **the writer*' in the space following the passage into an 
even dumber and darker uncertainty. It's bad enough for the writer at 
The New Yorker as well as the writer in freshman composition, if the 
rules of writing are so complex that not even three people in America 
**can set down a simple declarative sentence correctly," if an experienced 
and accomplished writer can commit a major blunder without knowing 
it and without being able to fix it when he docs know it. But it's even 
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worse if the rules obtain in one case and not in another, and the mks 
for determining such exceptions don't seem to exist but are rather 
invented and applied by whoever happens to be in charge. Basic writing 
students, mystified by the rules of Standard English, live in just such 
a nightmare, I suspect* 

In fact, Botsford's vindication is deceptive, for he does not actually 
say that sometimes right is wrong and wrong is right. He only says 
that sometimes "right is wrong." Certainly wrong is also occasionally 
wrong, and perhaps it is always wrong. But Botsford^s apparcMit reversal 
of the dismantling of a:ithors at The New Yorker is finally ambiguous, 
since we never know if the writer is ever correct, no matter what he 
docs: 'The sentence stands*' indeed, but it stands with its error intact, 
a monument to Gill's inability and the inevitable error of writing — 
the way language masters us. 

I am, of course, just applying some basic deconstructive moves to 
Gill's text, which seems especially receptive, given its overt oppositions 
and emphasis on language. Despite the reluctance of some theorists to 
define deconstruction (an action that deconstruction, by definition, 
renders futile), useful and clear explanations are available. For example, 
Barbara Johnson (1980) says that deconstruction proceeds by "the 
careful teasing ct of warring forces of signification within the text 
itself" (p. 5). Jonathan Culler (1982) says that "to deconstruct a 
discourse is to show how it undermines the philosophy it asserts, or 
the hierarchical oppositions on which it relies" (p. 86). This teasing 
out or undermining might be described as a three-step process: first, a 
deconstructive reading must note which member of an opposition in 
a text appears to be privileged or dominant (writers versus editors^ 
error versus correctness, men versus women, etc.); second, the reading 
shows how this hierarchy can be reversed within the text, how the 
apparent hierarchy is arbitrary or illusory; finally, a deconstructive 
reading places both structures in question, making the text ultimately 
ambiguous. For students to deconstruct a text, they need to locate an 
opposition, determine which member is privileged, and then reverse 
and undermine that hierarchy Such activity often makes central what 
appears to be marginal, thereby exposing "hidden" contradictions, and 
encourages creativity (students should appreciate the playfulness and 
punning of much post-structuralist criticism) and scrutiny (in order to 
deconstruct a work, one at least must read it carefully). These seem 
like especially worthwhile activities to me. 

We might also think about deconstructior/ in terms of structuralism, 
as "post-structuralism." If structuralism shows how the conventions of 
a text work, deconstruction aims to show how they fail. In our time. 
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the genres '^fiction" and ''nonfiction'' have proved especially interesting. 
Giirs passage would appear to be nonfiction, since Gill really did work 
at The New Yorker, and his book obviously employs the operations of 
autobiography But look at Miss Gould's uncannily apt name: she is a 
Miss Ghoul, having unearthed a "buried" dangling modifier, decom- 
posing Gill's sentence; Botsford, perhaps played by Vincent Price, enters 
with "an expression of solemnity," carrying this mutilated modifier that 
the author finds himself unable to "disinter'* Miss Gould may not 
drink human blood, but she does have some strange nutritional ideas 
if "gerunds, predicate nominatives, and passive paraphrastic conjuga- 
tions are mother's milk io her" Fortunately the editor, a gardener, or 
rather a Gardue., who has the final responsibility for nurturing, pruning, 
and harvesting the writer's sentences, knows how to deal with buried 
modifiers. Thus, although we initially may place this piece into the 
nonfiction category, deconstruction calls "^uch placement into question. 
People in nonfiction usually don't have symbolic names — do they? Of 
course, there was that White House spokesperson narr»ed Larry Speakes. 
And then my allergist in Tuscaloosa, whose name, prophetically enough, 
was Dr. Shotts. And twenty other folks I've known with strangely 
symbolic names. Deconstruction typically leaves us in uncertainty, but 
with a richer understanding of the categories we have put in motion. 

Although deconstructivc critics may well deal with pervasive, basic 
issues, they may also choose some marginal element of the text and 
vigorously explore its oppositions, reversals, and ambiguities. In fact, 
for some critics deconstruction is simply a name for close reading with 
a vengeance. The deconstructivc critic, for example, might well decide 
to concentrate on the arguably marginal assertion that because of the 
editors' merciless corrections, a piece "will be much improved." The 
New Critic, I think, would not be very likely to consider this assertion 
central, the key to the passage^ Yet, proceeding from deconstructivc 
assumptions, bringing the marginal to the center, here is what happened 
when I turned on this assertion: 

GilPs anecdote clearly sets ihc world's writers against the 
editors, and the latter control the game. The editors and their 
henchmen, the checkers and copy editors, get to say what is 
wrong. They get to dig the "yawning pit'' in front of the helpless 
writer's desk; they determine tlie "tiny elect" who can write 
correctly; they make the scores and hundreds of "hen-tracks'" on 
the writer's manuscript which serve as testimony to the incom- 
petence of writers, the near-impossibility of writing, and the 
arbitrary power of the editor. To be sure, it is acknowledged that 
these editorial assaults upon the writer serve their purpose, for 
"Thanks to the hen-tracks and their consequences, the piece will 
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be much improved'' but the cost is clearly terrible. Not only is 
the writer unable to write his own name with any confidence; he 
has become a "poor devil," outside *'the elect" In delivering his 
writing over to the editors, conceding their dominance, the writer 
inevitably places his own identity, perhaps even his very soul, in 
jeopardy, as the expostulation *'oh, Christ!" comes to be an 
invocation to the only power who can save the writer from the 
Devil and the editor's destructive forces. 

In fact, this story of the errors of writing actually reveals that 
the kingdom of editors is based upon a lie: it simply is not true, 
despite the beleaguered writer's admission, under torture, that 
"the piece will be much improved" by editorial intervention. 
Miss Gould's enormous grammatical lore does not improve the 
piece at all; her effort nearly made it "worse." And Botsford's 
contribution involves simply leaving the piece as it was written — 
a strange method of improvement. This instance, in other words, 
suggests that the writer need not approach dissolution in order 
to compose his writing. At the same time. Gill can never become 
again like the gill-less dolphin of the first paragraph, confidently 
"diving skyward,'* for the dangling modifier remains, a pan of 
the sea of language the author cannot leave. In the end, both 
writer and editor are defeated by their inability to control their 
language, as the status of the writer at The New Yorker becomes 
a paradigm for the alarming status of writing itself: deceptive, 
mute, and intractable, "The sentence stands," neither improved 
nor made worse. 



Psychological Criticism 

In its most commonsensical form, a psychological approach to a text 
simply involves focusing attention on the motivations and relationships 
involved in the text's production and consumption. The mental pro- 
cesses of author, character, and/or reader may be involved in such 
consideration. This analysis probably cannot go very far without crossing 
over some ground that Freud has landscaped, and I usually attempt to 
give students at least a basic understanding of Freud and how his ideas 
might be applied to texts. Many students think they alreaoy understand 
Freud: he's the guy who thought of everything in terms of sex. Freud 
did think that sexuality pervaded human activity, but the sexual drive 
is always in conflict with opposing forces. Our drive toward pleasure 
does not ordinarily have free rein, but is of course suppressed, relegated 
to the unconscious, where it does not slumber peacefully away but 
rather asserts itself indirectly, in dreams, jokes, slips of the tongue. This 
repression, which allows us to function in society, becomes a problem 
when the unconscious begins to enlarge its domain, creating hysterical, 
obsessional, or phobic neuroses that express the desire in a covert way. 
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And when the power of the unconscious starts to take over reality, 
creating a delusion, we have a psychosis. 

At the heart of FreudV> theory is his most outrageous claim: that 
even infants are sexual beings. The most fundamental repression, 
according to Freud, the famous Oedipus complex, is the mechanism 
by which the boy represses his incestuous desire for his mother. This 
repression supposedly occurs because the boy fears castration by the 
father, who represents "the Law." His deferred and hidden desire then 
activates the unconscious, the '*place" where repressed desires reside. 

Even these few comments on Freudian analysis suggest some inter* 
esting angles on Gill's text. Of course, the text provides a good deal of 
material for psychological speculation without the Fieudian apparatus. 
For example, students whose writing will be read and evaluated by 
their peers are intrigued by what the passage implies about the psy- 
chological effects of criticism. Some of my students feel that they too 
have been traumatized by "pencilled hen-tracks of inquiry, suggestion, 
and correction," and the passage provides a good opportunity to consider 
how such feelings arise and what purpose, if any, they serve. But a 
Freudian approach, most students quickly see, is a good deal more 
fun. Here is some indication of the sort of thing psychoanalytical moves 
might produce: 

Writers are brought into the world by editors, and Brendan 
Gill is thus in a sense the product of Gould and Botsford's union, 
Gardner Botsford imposes the grammatical law in a fatherly 
enough way, but his counterpart, Miss Gould, functions only as 
a kind of uncreating anti-mother: she is a "Miss," and her notion 
of "mother's milk" is truly indigestible— "gerunds, predicate 
nominatives, and passive periphrastic conjugations.'' She nurtures 
neither writing nor writer. 

But, at the same lime, the well-being of the writers at The New 
Yorker depends on her approval because, like Gill, they nave 
accepted the criterion of correctness as patriarchal law« Miss 
Gould imposes that law to the letter, undermining the writer's 
self-esieem until finally his very identity is threatened, plunging 
him into such "self-doubt" that his name is called into question. 
He may then become an orphan; his work may be abandoned. 
In fact, the source of the writer's neurotic breakdown seems to 
be the linking of self to writing. Although the many corrections 
are imprmled upon the paper. Gill shifts them to the writer and 
transforms them from "pencilled hen-tracks" into slings. It is not, 
as we might suppose, the particular work that may be attacked 
so much il dies, but rather the writer who may be '*stung to death 
by an army of gnats." Gnats do not, of course, so far as I know 
anyway, have stingers; they bile. The displacement here, one might 
argue, is the result of the writer's sense of personal vulnerability. 
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making the threat more plausible since being bitten to death by 
gnats sounds absurd, while being stung is more ominous. 



Feminist Criticism 

I have only recently stopped being amazed at how easily and enthu- 
siastically my students take to feminist criticism. Part of its appeal, I 
suppose, is its simplicity, at least on the surface: to practice feminist 
criticism, one need only read as a woman. Such a procedure quicki^' 
turns out to have a profound effect on the reader and the text— an 
effect that hardly can avoid being political Whatever students' sexual 
politics might be, feminist criticism unavoidably involves them in 
significant, timely issues. I do not mean to say that feminist criticism 
is invariably easy or simplistic; oftentimes, even for a woman, reading 
as a woman is extremely difficult, requiring the reader to dismantle or 
discard years of learned behavior. And, of course, I an^ leaping over 
the difficult question of what it actually means to read "as a woman." 
Can men really do it? Isn't it absurd to assume that there is only one 
distinctly feminme way of reading? But these questions need not be 
answered in order for students to attempt to undo their sexual as- 
sumptions, try out new ones, or simply sensitize themselves to the 
sexual issues preser.t in a work. Not all texts, of course, lend themselves 
easily to feminist criticism, but it is difficult to find one that completely 
resists a feminist stance. I have found that GilPs passage easily supports 
a familiar feminist observation, but it also repays a more aggressive 
and perhaps even outrageous 'or outraged) approach. Both appear in 
the following analysis: 

We know that not all the writers at The New Yorker were men, 
even some years ago during Brendan Gill's tenure. So, when Gill 
speaks of "some writer who has made a name for himself in the 
world,*' and about the editorial "machinery" that besets ^'him" 
Gill is of course referring to writers in the generic sense. One 
may still assert today, although less confidently than in 1975, that 
"himself and "him'' in this passage include "herself ' and "her." 
Such a claim, that one sexual marker includes its opposite, may 
seem absurd— as if "while" included "black," or "communist'' 
included "democratic" But the motivations for such a claim are 
suggested even in this brief passage, for Gill's story not only 
contains this obvious pronominal bias, still accepted by some 
editors and writers; the story also conveys more subtle messages 
about sexuality and sexual roles. 

For example. Miss Gould functions as a familiar stereotype: 
the finicky spinster a Miss Thisilebottom. who has devoted her 
life to "English grammar" and its enforcement. She is a copy 
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editor, subservient to the male editor and writer, and her .ack of 
imagination and laste testify to the wisdom of this power structure. 
This division of labor— male-creative, femalc-mcnial — is subtly 
reinforced by the reference to the **hcn-tracks** that cover the 
writer's galleys, thus further associating petty correction with the 
feminine. But these *V?c'/2-tracks'' (they could not be rooster tracks) 
are more than an aggravating correction; they even come to 
threaten the writer's ver>' identity. In attempting to produce '*his 
copy," the writer is in a sense attempting * * reproduce himself 
The "glory of creation" is his literary pre .ation, and tl^us Miss 
Gould's effort to remove a particular sentence is a symbol. c threat 
to cut off some more essential part of the writer. It is, af er all, a 
"dangling modifier" that she has located; and this dangling struc- 
ture is in danger of being fed to the "yawnira pit," symbolic of 
the feminine editing and its excising dangers. 

Because Gill's initial image for the writer starting out at the 
magazine, the dolphin in the sea, derives some of its power from 
the well-established association of the ocean and the womb, the 
image of the yawning pit— not to mention the poisonous ^'mother's 
milk"— becomes more arresting. Even the error itself is subtly 
connected to the feminine, for the problem with the sentence is 
that part of it has "assumed the female gender." That part, of 
course, in the context of nagging copy editors who chop up one's 
prose, can only be a "complaint," which in allowed to retain its 
female gender. The nonagenarian's complaint itself seems strange: 
in the mode of feminine busybodies like Miss Gould, she laments 
not having "enough work to do." Miss Gould, similarly over- 
zealous, has herself done more work than is reasonable, and 
Botsford's pronouncement that "The sentence stands" returns her 
to her place, negating her feminine fussiness. 



Conclusion 

One might want to point out, I suppose, that in offering this rehearsal 
of critical "approaches;' 1 am assuming that plurality is better than 
unity, that the relative is better than the absolute (or even a quest for 
the absolute). And, given what I think we know about language and 
knowing, it seems silly to me to assume otherwise: as Jane Tompkins 
(1988) says, articulating a current commonplace, we are not "freestand- 
ing autonomous entities, but beings that are culturally constituted by 
interpretive frameworks or interpretive strategies that our culture makes 
available to us'' (p. 734). In other words, the texts we read— when we 
look at books, at our world, at ourselves— are likewise constituted by 
these frameworks or strategics. Obviously, if this "reading" of meaning 
is correct, plurality offers us a richer universe, allowing us to take 
greater advantage of the strategies our culture makes available— 
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strategies that do not approach a text, but rather make it what we 
perceive. Our students therefore should learn now to inhabit the theories 
mentioned here — and a good many others. 

To be sure, such plurality is not always comfortable. Furthermore, 
if we should agree that the more strategies students ran dcr'oy (or be 
deployed by), the mcte power and insight they can poter y wield, 
then must we also agree that there are .10 limits? Arc readings 
welcome, the more the merrier? My initial impulse is to say, "Yes, we 
can learn from any reading, from any set of inteipretive assumptions. 
Come one, come all." We can see how readings that seem severely 
inattentive might offer use^'al insights: for example, in his essay on 
"How Readers Make Meaning," Robert Crosman (1982) reveals how 
one student's reading completely missed the significance of the hair on 
the pillow at the end of "A Rose for Emily," and yet this reading, 
comparing Emily to the student's grandmother, profoundly enlarged 
Crosman's understanding of Faulkner's story. We can even imagine 
how ludicrous errors might stimulate our thinking: my student who 
thought The Hamlet was by Shakespeare did lead me to ask (mostly 
in an attempt to ease his embarrassment) about Shakespeare's influence 
on Faulkner— perhaps The Hamlet in some sense is by Shakespeare, 
or is shaped by Hamlet. But we must admit that most readings in 
violation of shared interpretive strategies will usually be seen as inferior, 
if not wrong, and that finding insight in such violations often seems 
an act of kindness, a salvage operation. 

I can also imagine theoretical possibilities that would not be welcome 
in my critical home, should they ever appear: Nazi criticism, racist 
criticism, electroshock criticism, for example. In other words, if we are 
not freestanding autonomous entities, we are also not entirely helpless, 
simply the products of the interpretive operations we inherit, "a mere 
cultural precipitate," as Morse Peckham puts it (1979, p. xviii). I would 
like to think we can resist; we can change; we can grow; we can, 
perhaps, in some sense, even get better. We can, that is, attempt to 
evaluate ways of making meaning, and their particular applications-- 
and if we are very clever and very lucky, we may even modify interpretive 
frameworks, or pos.sibly even invent new ones. 
But only if we have some awareness that such frameworks exist. 
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Walker Gibson is Emeritus "rofessor of English at the University 
of Massachuscils-Amhcrst, where he has taught since 1967. Before 
this, he taught at Amherst College and New York University. He 
has published two volumes of poetry and two writing textbooks, 
and has edited a number of anthologies. His book Tougli Sweet, 
and Stuffy: An lissay on Modern American Prose Styles was 
selected for the Scholars Library by the Modern Language As- 
sociation. 

In addition tn his writing and leaching. Professor Gibson has 
been a force in the National Council of Teachers of English. He 
helped initiate the CounciPs Committee on Public Doublespeak; 
he has served as a .womber of the College Section Committee, of 
the Commission on the English Curriculum, and of the Executive 
Committee of CCCC. In 1973 he was elected president of the 
Council, and in 1988 he was given the Council's Distinguished 
Service Award. 

Professor Gibson\s essay is an elaboration and application of 
a reirark he made to one of us shortly after the first Institute: 
that he had been reading the post-strucluralists, and found this 
"new*' territory rather familiar ground, iiven his training and 
work in the field of rhetoric. 

lie can now appreciate how beautifully the ironies of the dialogue 
function in the curve of the main dramatic sequence. 

— R. A. Brower 

I find myself (though technically retired) teaching Pride and Prejudice 
to a large group of undergraduates whose main interests are quite other 
than literature. 

On the first day I write on the blackboard the familiar opening 
sentence: "It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in 
possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.'' That is a 
famous sentence. I tell the students. A lot of people— readers, critics, 
scholars— have remarked on that sentence over the years. Why do you 
suppose it has aroused such interest and attention? Read the first fifty 
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pages, then go back to that opening sentence and write me a short 
paragraph explaining why you think it might be noteworthy 

The answers I receive, at the second class meeting, arc probably 
predictable, but sobering nonetheless to an elderly Jancite. Here are 
two examples: 

The sentence shows that no matter how wealthy a young single 
man is, it doesn't mean anything and he is not truly happy until 
he '^as a wife to share it with. A man with no matter how grand 
a fortune is not complete and satisfied until he marries. 

It is generally safe to say, every man desires a woman for 
companionship, just as every woman desires a man. The rela- 
tionship between man and woman has always been famous 
throughout all time periods. 

There's some reader-response for you. No doubt Pride and Prejudice 
can be read, has been read, entirely as soap opera, as conventional 
romance. After all, girl meets boy, girl refuses boy, girl gets boy at last. 
But no, cries the elderly Janeite, it's not a soap opera. What to do? 

We begin by looking at some clear and simple instances, early in 
the novel, where something is said and something else is meant. Jane 
Bennet falls ill at Bingley's home, and "his sisters declared that they 
were miserable. They solaced their wretchedness, however, by duets 
after supper." Were they miserable? Evidently not. Then why does the 
narrator say they were? 

That's a tough question, which we'll put off for now. But we can 
say immediately that that sort of double-talk isn't likely in a conven- 
tional romance, while it is pervasive in the opening chapters of this 
novel. And now if we return to that very first sentence— "It is a truth 
universally acknowledged . . " — a new look might be in order. /,v it a 
truth universally acknowledged? Well, no. Some rich bachelors may be 
looking for wives, others not. Only to the Mrs. Bennets of the world, 
eager to dispose of marriageable daughters, is this "truth" acknowledged. 

So there is this business of saying something and meaning something 
else. What do we call that? Students want to call it sarcasm, and I have 
to pull rank and insist on irony instead. There's something hostile 
about sarcasm, I say; let's call this irony and then it can include sarcasm 
as well as other less threatening examples of this device. 

And do you use irony in your daily lives? Of course you do. Bring 
in next time an example of an ironical expression you have encountered 
in (. impus talk over the weekend. 

And at our next meeting — this is the third day now — we share local 
ironies, dozens of them. A favorite involves the word greal: 
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How ^vas lunch at the dining commons today? 
Oh, great. 

How was that hour test you took this morning? 
Great. 

It may be that among the young that word is used more often ironically 
than otherwise. 

And then we go irony-hunting through the early chapters of the 
book, which is great fun and easy to do. "Mr. Darcy is all politeness;' 
says Elizabeth Bennet, and to the fool Sir William Lucas, standing 
there, she means just what she says. But we know, and we know she 
knows, that Darcy is by no means all politeness. As for Darcy himself, 
also standing there, how does he take this remark? Is he confused? 
Unnerved? Fascinated? We can distinguish at least three meanings for 
Elizabeth's words, and that without getting at all fancy. 

Fourth day. Recall your remarks about men and. women, love and 
marriage, when discussing the opening sentence last week. Now that 
you've completed reading most of the book, what do you think it is 
saying about love and marriage? Is it primarily about love and marriage? 
If it isn't about love and marriage, what is it about? 

I am far from proud of this exercise. It so overtly invites the student 
to take a different tack that anyone who's ever been a student will 
recognize right away what she or he is supposed to do. (Though some 
don't, to be sure.) I'm moving them with a bulldozer. Still, many of 
them do move, and I receive some promising responses, particularly 
those that resort to the book's title: 

To the casual reader it may appear this novel is a romance, with 
its long drawn-out plot and eventual triumph of love over cir- 
cumstance. However, to the discerning reader. .. Elizabeth be- 
comes a universal hero by overcoming her own pride and prej- 
udice. 

The most visible thing the book seems to be about is people's 
\ iews of others and how they form their views. Elizabeth learns 
how incorrect she is . . . 

I do not think this book is about love and marriage, it is more 
focused on reality and the fact that superficial first impressions 
are not always the way things arc. 

Elizabeth Bennet is a wonderful person, as we all know; no wonder 
she is reputed to be her creator's favorite heroine. She is witty, strong- 
minded, affectionate, understanding — and about Wickham and Darcy 
she is dead wrong. And because she is so strong a character, her 
wrongness is magnified by her intensity and vehemence. Darcy, she 
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tells him to his face, is "the last man in the world whom I could ever 
be prevailed on to marry." As one of my students put it, she "had an 
uncommon ability to back her judgments, which only served to further 
blind her from the truth." And so her conversion, her reeducation, is 
an especially agonizing process. 

Fifth day—they've finished the book now— and we spend some time 
looking at those passages where Elizabuth is slowly and painfully 
changing her assumptions. There is some interesting language here. Rvr 
example, in one chapter, just after she has received Darcy's long letter 
of explanation, Elizabeth is still dominated by "a strong prejudice 
against everything he might say." Yet she feels "a contrariety of emotion." 
"Her feelings as she read were scarcely to be defined." Yes, for the act 
of changing assumptions defies definition. It is a "mortifying perusal." 
"How differently did everything now appear." " 'How despicably have 
I acted; she cried, i, who have prided myself on my discern- 
ment. . . , How humiliating is this discovery!' " The experience is over- 
whelming and exhausting. "After wandering along the lane for tw>. 
hours, giving way to every variety of thought, reconsidering even^ ., 
determining probabilities, and reconciling herself as well as she cou' j, 
to a change so sudden and so important, fatigue, and a recollection (. f 
her long absence, made her at length return home." Though the bo'\< 
at this point is scarcely beyond the midpoint, it is only a matter of 
time before this change, "so sudden and so important," brings the plot 
to its happy conclusion. 

Well then. We've noticed two things in our talk about this book. 
One has been a particular device of language — we've called it irony— 
in which something is said that demands another interpretation. We 
reread the statement in various ways, from various points of viev.'. (It 

is not a truth universally acknowledged ) As Wayne Booth (1974) 

has memorably told us, our understanding of irony begins with denial: 
no, that can't be true as stated; something else must be meant. 

The other thing we've been noticing has been Elizabeth's moving 
conversion, her "mortifying perusal" of her assumptions and her 
eventual progress to a review of her values. Her prejudice overcome 
at last, and Darcy's pride somewhat less convincingly overcome, the 
cheerful ending is inevitable. 

And now (for it's r»n to something else next week), can I suggest to 
my class that these two observations of ours may have something in 
common? I cannot ask them to make much of this; I can't make much 
of it myself But let's suppose (I say to thein) you wanted to write a 
novel in which a main point is the conversion of a strong-minded 
person from deep error to enlightened truth, a novel in which the 
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reinterpretation of evidence would be crucial. If you wanted to write 
such a novel, isn't it possible that you might (perhaps unconsciously) 
seize on irony as a way to demonstrate, on a small scale, the very 
process your entire novel is demonstrating in the large? The process is 
that of destroying one formulation in order to arrive at another. That 
is what happens with irony and that is what happens to Elizabeth 
Bennet. 



One of the principal tenets of post-structuralism is the ^'irreconcilable 
difference between word and object, ... an uncloseable distance between 
self and other," to quote a writer in this collection {Myra Jehlen). There 
is, of course, nothing new in that v/arning. It might be wholesome for 
us all to be reminded that something like twenty-five centuries ago, 
the pre-Socratic philosopher Gorgias had this to say: "That with which 
we communicate is speech, and speech is not the same thing as the 
things which exist, the perceptibles; so that we communicate not the 
things which exist, but only speech'' (Freeman 1966, p. 361). And a 
modern critic (G. B. Kerford), summarizing the contribution of Gorgias 
and the Sophistic movement, writes as follows: 

What did emerge was a realisation that the relationship between 
speech and what is the case is far from simple. While it is likely 
that fifth-century thinkers all were prepared to accept that there 
is and must always be a relationship between the two, there was 
a growing understanding that what is very often involved is not 
simply a presentation in words of what is the case, but rather a 
representation involving a considerable degree of reorganization 
in the process. It is this awakening of what has often been called 
rhetorical self-consciousness that is a feature both of contemporary 
literature and of theoretic discussion in the fifth century. (1981, 
p. 78) 

Pride and Prejudice is perhaps not the first book one might choose 
to demonstrate the outrcaches of post-structuralist theory. Jane Austen, 
we assume, seldom doubted **the things which exist,'' and her ironies 
are '^stable" ones, pointing us toward realities and values we are invited 
to share and believe. Nevertheless this is a book whose author is a 
master of "rhetorical self-consciousness." Casting about in the mystery 
of experience for a way of expressing a change of heart {"scarcely to 
be defined"), she arrives at irony to represent in miniature the perils 
of taking language at face value. Elizabeth's "reading'' of Darcy and 
Wickham early in the novel is like my students' reading of the opening 
sentence: she believed what she saw, what she was told. As we appreciate 
in detail that often playful change of heart that irony demands, we 
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appreciate all the more Elizabeth's overwhelming '^mortifying perusal." 
It seems to be one of those cases, deliberate or not, where a device of 
language was chosen that miraculously reflects larger purposes. And 
one of those larger puiposes is a warning that any post-structuralist 
could applaud: watch out for language, for seeing is not believing. 

Indeed, if we live in a world where we recognize anew the disparity 
between word and thing, then irony may be one of our better ploys 
for coping with that knowledge. Through irony we convey to our 
listener something like this: I know you know that I know that I'm 
only using words as I talk to you, and you know I'm aware of their 
limitation. Nevertheless, as I play with those words and force redefi- 
nitions of them, we share at least a bit of fellow-feeling and comradeship 
in our predicament, and I look forward to your playful reply 
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Irene C Goldman 

Irene Goldman is an assistant professor of English in her fourth 
year of teaching at Ball Slate University, in Muncie, Indiana. Ball 
State is a large state university ( 1 8,000 students) which has evolved 
from a teachers college^ Her regular teaching load is three sections 
each semester, composed generally of an undergraduate survey of 
American literature, a graduate/undergraduate course titled 
*'Women in Literature" and a graduate seminar in American 
literature, most recently in Twain, James, and Wharton. She was 
a participant in both the 1987 and 1988 Summer Institutes. 

Dr Goldman is firmly committed to the university's Women's 
Studies program, and for this program organizes a lecture series 
and a **women's week" of activities for, by, and about women. 
About the teaching of literature, she writes, "I believe in teaching 
reading and thinking skills, particularly insofar as those skills 
allow the student to uncover the hidden assumptions in a text. I 
also believe in increasing the variety of texts taught regularly so 
that a fair proportion of works by women, by non-whiles, and by 
non-Christian writers are taught." 

Feminism, because of its overt political stance, remains a highly 
controversial position for one to espouse in the academy, both as literary 
critic and as teachen A feminist critic takes for granted that the structures 
of gender and sexual difference have been enormously influential in 
ail areas of human existence and that we cannot understand histoi7, 
politics, or culture — and that means literature — until we acknowledge 
this influence. A feminist teacher recognizes that students come to the 
classroom already formed by those structures, and thai part of the 
teachers task is to unmask gender-based structures and to support 
students in the process of change and growth that will inevitably begin 
with that unmasking. Consequently, acknowledged subjectivity and 
overt attention to politics become key elements of feminist literary 
criticism. 

These elements are also, interestingly, key parts of some of the 
contemporary critical theories discussed in this volume. Like reader- 
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response theory, feminist criticism is personal and reader-centered; it 
insists that reader and text are inseparable and that perception is 
interpretation. Like deconstruction, it is radical and disruptive, and it 
insists that we recognize the political content of all uses of language. 
This essay will argue, then, that a feminist literary critic and teacher 
can combine strategies from these contemporary critical techniques to 
teach traditional texts in a way that will refuse to reinforce their inherent 
gender biases. 

Reading as a woman, says Judith Fetterlcy (1978), is a different 
experience from reading as a man. Most male texts require of their 
readers complicity in viewing the world in their terms, particularly in 
viewing women in their terms. Hence, Fetterley argues, the female 
reader is put in the peculiar position of being unable to locate herself 
in the text, Fetterley's best illustration of this is her analysis of 
Washington Irving's "Rip Van Winkle" (which should be read in its 
entirety), wherein she raises the question that, if a woman reader cannot 
imagine herself as Rip because he is so clearly male, and she cannot 
be Dame Van Winkle, who is not a person but a scapegoat — the enemy 
the other — where, as a woman reader, is she to stand in relation to the 
text? And, worse still, if escaping work, responsibility, and political 
upheaval (remember, Rip sleeps through the Revolutionary War), all 
of which are symbolized as a shrewish wife — if this is the American 
Dream, what, she asks, are the results of it for you, a woman? Who is 
left raising the children, carr\'ing on civilization, even while being 
blamed for its evils? The answer to cither question can only be disastrous 
to a woman's psyche, particularly to young women like our students, 
just emerging into their sexuality and facing decisions and pressures 
about love and marriage. As a reader, a woman is forced either to 
identify against her very self — to agree with the narrator's view of 
women, perhaps even to deny the existence of women as sentient 
beings— or to be accused by the literary establishment of willfully 
misreading the text. 

Such is the central insight of Fetterley's book The Resisting Reader, 
which demonstrates persuasively the ground that the feminist critic 
shares with the reader-response theorist. If meaning is made, as the 
latter argues, in the dynamic interaction between reader and text, then 
the gender dynamics between female reader and male text will be an 
important element of the process. 

And what about deconstruction? If one of the results of post- 
structuralist criticism is to collapse the differentiations among reader, 
method, text, and interpretation, it seems logical that a feminist stance 
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will have implications for a deconstructive reading as well. Barbara 
Johnson (1985) tells us, 

Dcconstruction has sometimes been seen as a terroristic belief in 

meaninglessness It is commonly opposed to humanism, which 

is then an imperialistic belief in meaningfulncss. Another way to 
distinguish between the two is to say that dcconstruction is a 
reading strategy that carefully follows both the meanings and the 
suspensions and displacements of meaning in a text, while hu- 
manism is a strategy to stop reading when the text stops saying 
what it ought to have said. (p. 140) 

Another way of expressing the difference is that while New Critical, 
humanistic reading seeks to find the interpretation that is most unifying, 
that can incorporate the most of the language in the book, dcconstruc- 
tion focuses on the points at which unity becomes impossible, on the 
concepts that must be left out in order to give thi^ appearance of unity, 
the places where meanmt, is most noticeably unstable. This is a perfect 
strategy for the feminist critic, who will argue that one point at which 
supposedly unified and universal meanings of texts almost always 
unriivel is the assumption that what is true for "rnan" is also true for 
woman. The feminist critic is in a position to notice certain kinds of 
absences, gestures of exclusion, false assumptions cf inclusiveness, that 
a non-feminist critic might miss. These are the very points that the 
teacher will want to highlight for student in order to unmask the truth 
that many texts we have called universal are in fact male-gendered and 
arise from and support structures that subjugate women. 

To illustrate how these theories might be made into reading/teaching 
strategies, let us examine a familiar text, taught in nearly every 
introductory American literature class, Thoreau's Walden. Great claims 
are made for Waldeth some by Thoreau himself. The written word, 
Thoreau tells us (and Stanley Cavell, among others, argues that he is 
making a case for his own writing here), is "at cnce more intimate 
with us and more universal than any other w/k of art'' (p. 93). 
i//?/vm^/~"including or covering all . . . collectively. . . without limit 
or exception'' {Webster's 1984). The claim of universality that Thoreau 
here makes for books — and, by implication, for his own — is the same 
one teachers make in choosing Walden again and again as one of the 
great works of American literature that must be studied by all students, 
(Do you know of an anthology of American literature that does not 
include it, or a survey course that does not teach it?) 

In fact, Thoreau makes even larger claims for the authority and 
importance of books and their authors: 



ERLC 



1c ^ » 



Feminism, Deconstmctiotu and the Universal 123 

Books are the treasured wealth of the world and the fit inheritance 
of generations and nations. Books, the oldest and the best, stand 
naturally and rightfully on the shelves of every cottage. They 
have no cause of their own to plead, but while they enlighten and 
sustain the reader his common sense will not refuse them. Their 
authors are a natural and irresistible aristocracy in every society, 
and, more than kings or emperors, exert an influence on mankind, 
(p. 93) 

Teachers and scholars of IValden seem to agree that the book is 
worth studying by all students of literature, not just as a representative 
American text but as some sort of guide to living. Stanley Cavell 
assumes this throughout The Senses of Walden (1972) as he asks how 
**we," that is, readers of Walden, are to "keep faith with" or "abide" 
Thoreau's words. Townsend Scudder, in his foreword to the Modern 
Library edition, tells us Thoreau was "a moral philosopher" with "a 
passion for wise and honorable living" (p. xiv). Thoreau was a tran- 
scendentalist, he says, and transcendentalists 

represented God on earth; they were His agents because they were 
trying to live in His image and they believed that men might yet 
found Heaven on earth by looking into their own hearts for the 
rules of life and by following the direction of their finest instincts. 

Thoreau was the most enduring of the lot because he had the 
most intimate knowledge and understanding of nature. ... (p. 
xiv-xvi) 

A rather strong claim for the universal value of the text. Lauriat Lane, 
too, gives it the authority of a religious text. In his volume Approaches 
to Walden (1964) he says, ''''Walden is a religious book, even for many 
readers a kind of scripture, a sacred writing" (p. 5). One of the essays 
he includes in the section of the book on the "uses" of Walden is 
Kenneth Burke's "Literature as Equipment for Living," which argues 
that people read "for promise, admonition, solace, vengeance, fore- 
telling, instruction, charting, all for the direct bearing that such acts 
have upon matters of welfare'' (p. 102). By implication, this is a way 
to use Walden, And in case we miss the point, Lane also includes 
several long verses from the Gospel according to Saint Matthew. 

All of this points to the conclusion that we— all of us — read Walden 
as Thoreau instructs us to read it, that is, as a manual of how and 
why to live the spiritual and physical life of an individual, to search 
for the trutii of what we are. 

But does this "we" include women as well as men?* What will a 
feminist reader do when endeavoring to deconstruct such a text? The 
deconstructivist will tell us that no truth is whole or universal, and 
that there is always already within any notion an excluded other without 
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which the first could not exist. A feminist critic will tell you that 
Thoreau\s text on what it is to be '"man" excludes women and yet 
depends on the idea of woman for meaning. The feminist/deconstruc- 
tivist reader, then, will concentrate not exclusively on the universa. 
truths of Walden, as a humanist critic might, but on the places where 
meaning shifts and contradicts itself insofar as gender is concerned. 

We know, of course, that Walden is famous for its contradictions, 
exaggerations, and reversals. At least two of America's leading decon- 
structivists have put their minds to the task of teasing out its meanings 
and blocks to meaning. Walter Benn Michaels (1977) noticed twelve 
years ago that Thoreau's contradictions had been explained away by 
means of several different strategies: first James Russell Lowell cited 
them as characteristic of Thoreau's personality, then formalist critics 
turned a vice into a virtue and praised them as beautiful paradoxes 
that work to illuminate a literary, if not a logical, truth. In 1972 Stanley 
Cavell appealed to the spirituality of the reader, who, by means of 
revelation, brings the contradictions into a '^visionary union" (Michaels, 
pp. 145-46). Michaels himself concludes, as any good deconstructivist 
would, that the dilemma of reading Walden is ultimately unresolvable, 
for the text both authorizes and repudiates the reading strategies it 
proposes. Barbara Johnson (1987), in a more recent inquiry into the 
difficulties and obscurities of Walden concludes, *The perverse com- 
plexity of Walden'^ rhetoric is intimately related to the fact that it is 
never possible to be sure what the rhetorical status of anv given image 
is'" (p. 55). In other words, the literal is figurative is literal, and so on 
ad infinitum. I offer yet a different way of reading Walden, one that 
will help students to understand that what Thoreau says about the 
nature and purpose of "man" is in fact meant to be about just that: 
man. Not woman, but man. 

Deconstructivist Theory and Walden 

One of the first attributes of a text that the deconstructivist critic notices 
is ambiguous words, and one of the first groups of words that feminists 
find ambiguous is man. mankind, and he. They are words that Thoreau 
uses constantly; in fact, it would not be unreasonable to say that the 
main thrust of Walden is to assert what man should be. Eariy on in 
the first chapter he tells us. 

Talk of a divinity in mani Look at the teamsler on the highway 
wending lo market by day or night: does any divinity slir within 
him? His highest duly to fodder and water his horses! What is 
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his destiny to him compared with the shipping interests? Does 
not he drive ^or Squire Ma.;e-a-stir? How godlike, how immortal, 
is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he 
fears, not being immortal nor divine, but the slave and prisoner 
of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his own deeds. 
Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private 
opinion. What a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, 
or rather indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even in the West 
Indies provinces of the fancy and imagination. — What Wilber- 
force is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of 
the land weaving toilet cushions agamst the last day, not to betray 
too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time 
without injuring eternity (p. 7) 

His next paragraph begins with the now-famous statement, "The mass 
of men lead lives of quiet desperation." 

What are we to make of the concept of man as Thoreau uses it here 
and throughout the book? The humanist critic — and probably most 
teachers — would argue that man is meant as a universal term here to 
include both men and women. But several clues in the text arg»ie 
against that claim. How then can we "de-fine," that is, limit the meaning 
of, man! If, as deconstructivists argue,r terms define themselves against 
each other in a system of meanings, against whgt other terms does 
Thoreau set manl ^ 

There are several ways in which Thoreau defines man by opposition, 
two of which show up in liie passage above: man/God and nian/beast. 
A third opposition is man/Nature (it may help here to recall Emerson's 
famous definition in "Nature" of Nature as all that is NOT ME). All 
of these, as all oppositions, are hierarchical: God is privileged over 
man, and man is privileged over beast. The problematic one is man/ 
Nature; while Thoreau seems to privilege Nature over man, I will argue 
that in fact he privileges man over Nature. In all of these oppositions, 
the assumption is that man means humankind, that is, man and 
woman. But I will also argue that Thoreau means only man, for when 
he wishes to include women, he does so separately. It is particularly 
important that we guide our women students in this understanding so 
tnat they are not forced into identifying unwittingly against themselves. 

Let us go back lo the passage. When Thoreau accuses the common 
teamster of not having divinity within him, or not being sufficiently 
godlike, he sets up the man/God opposition, for if man should be like 
God, he cannot therefore be God. Yet it is also this spark of divinity 
within man that separates him from the beasts. It gives him his ability 
to think about himself and to strive for mastery over beast, both the 
beast within and without. Therefore, man is also that which is not 
beast. Indeed, our teamster fodders and waters his horse, proving 
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himself wretaker of beast rather than beast himself. So far, man is not 
God and not beast, but somewhere in between, a classical-enough 
definition. 

But the definition is complicated by Thoreau's assertion that man 
has failed in both of these identifications. If he fails at being godlike, 
which is the trait that makes him man in the man/beast system, but 
rather cowers and sneaks and allows himself to be enslaved, then he 
is not only not man, but also not not man, that is, not beast. But if 
he is not beast, then he must have some divinity within him, precisely 
what Thoreau argues he has not. Consequently, he is not God, and not 
not God. So, in two definitional systems in which Thoreau asks us to 
consider the meaning of man, he actually erases the possibility of a 
stable meaning for the concept "man" by denying that man is either 
one term or the other in the binary oppositions. 

The next discovery involves the hierarchy man/woman, a hierarchy 
that teachers of Wakien ignore when they assume universal appeal for 
the text. It is a common assumption, and here a dictionary is instructive. 
In Webster's Collcfiiate, the first definition of man is "a human being; 
esp: an adult male human.'' The meaning is fuzzy — when does man 
mean human, and when does it mean adult male human? Since no 
critic, and few teachers, that I have encountered addresses the problem 
explicitly, we see that the assumption must be that when Thoreau says 
nuin, he is using the universal man and is therefore including women. 
That he is not can be demonstrated in several ways. 

Thoreau tells us in the second paragraph of the book whom it is he 
addresses: 

Perhaps these pages arc moic particularly addressed to poor 
students. As for the rest of my readers, they will accept such 
portions as apply to them. I trust lhat none will stretch the seams 
in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom 
it fits. (p. 4) 

At that time, of course, very few students were women; although 
Oberlin opened its doors to women in the 1830s, not until the Morrill 
Act funded higher education during the Civil War did other schools 
begin to admit women, Vassar College, the first fully accredited women's 
college, opened for business in 1865 (Woloch 1984), 

Further, the examples Thoreau uses of people — either exemplary or 
not— are almost invariably men. Men are the teamsters, the ones with 
shipping interests; men are the ones who have to get a living (not true, 
of course, but it seems true in Thoreau); men are the ones who stand 
to inherit and who have the freedom to make the choices that Thoreau 
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later either praises or condemns them for making. All the objects of 
his admonitions are portrayed in exclusively male terms; women would 
indeed stretch the seams of the metaphorical coat he otters his readers 
on the first page. 

Further, when Thoreau wishes to include women, he does so spe- 
cifically When, for instance, he ai^ucs that most of what we think 
ourselves busy with is easily let go in an emergency, he says that when 
a fire bell rings '^there is hardly a man on his farm ... nor a boy, nor 
a woman, I might almost say, but would forsake all and follow that 
sound" (p. 84), And if we look back at our original passage, we notice 
that, toward the end, he adjures us to 'Think, also, of the ladies of 
the land'' doing what they do best, sewing toilet cushions. The *'also'' 
gives it away: if we were thinking of all humanity when he was 
discussing divinity and likeness to God, we are here corrected: we 
should have been thinking only of the men. A final example (though 
not the only other one I could cite) comes when, in the Conclusion, 
Thoreau admonishes his readers to be **the Lewis and Clark and 
Frobisher of your own streams and oceans'' (p. 286). "Are these the 
problems which most concern mankind? Is Franklin the only man 
who is lost, that his wife should be so earnest to find him?" (p. 286). 
Only mankind of the male sex have wives — if we women were thinking 
ourselves included in that group of lost men who should explore our 
own streams and oceans, we are again abruptly corrected. Hence we 
have quite a gap for women readers, who are thus left out of all of 
Thoreau 's remarks about the nature of the world, of man, of culture, 
and of how one should conduct one's life. 

Let us move on to the other opposition I spoke of after man/God 
and man/beast: man/Nature. This is the most telling of all, for here is 
where Thoreau's argument relies on the idea of woman even as it 
excludes women themselves. Thoreau, lib Emerson and many others 
befoi-e him, always speaks of Nature as a ''she." While this is an ancient 
conception, it is also particularly appropriate for the New England 
transcendentalist when we consider that, if Nature is all that is not me, 
and if the ''me'' is male, then Nature must be female.' And nature is 
conceived metaphorically as fenale to mankind's male, make no 
mistake. One morning Thoreau awakens to ''dawnin., Nature, in whom 
all creatures live, looking in at my broad windc»vs with se^-ene and 
satisfied face, and no question on her lips ' (p. 253). Of course only in 
woman can creutures live, either as fetus or as lover. Mother or lover. 
Nature greets her man serenely and with satisfaction. She is something 
to be observed, too, he tells us later: she is not afraid to ''exhibit 
herself" to ^'hunters, fishermen, woodchoppers, and others'' (p. 189) 
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who spend their lives in her fields and woods. Woman as object of the 
male gaze, I am reminded here of Thoreau's words from an earlier 
book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack: "Thus, by one bait or 
another, Nature allures inhabitants into her recesses" (p. 315), Clearly 
Nature is female to mank'iid's male, and therefore woman is excluded 
from this conception of mankind. 

At first the reader might think that Thoreau privileges Nature over 
man. Indeed, Michaels argues this when he says, "Thus, through most 
of Walden , , , the human and the natural are conceived a*^ standing in 
implicit opposition to each other. Nature has a kind of literal authority 
precisely because she is not one of man's institutions. She serves ^ •he 
location of values which are real insofar as they are not human creations. 
She is exemplary" (1977, p, 138). He ^^ites by way of proof Thoreau's 
exhortation "If we would restore mankind , , . let us first be as simple 
and as well as Nature ourselves," We are told to spend at least one day 
living as "deliberately as Nature," and there are various other places 
where Nature is set out as a model for man to emulate. 

But truth will out, and there is a darker side to Nature, a side which 
man must overcome if he is to be a Christian, to have that spark of 
divinity that sets him above the beasts. "If you would avoid unclean- 
ness," Thoreau tells us, "work earnestly, though it be at cleaning a 
staHe, Nature is hard to overcome, but she must be overcome. What 
avails it that you are Christian* if you are not purer than the heathen, * 
if you deny yourself no more, if you are not more religious?" (pp, 
198-99). He is speaking, of course, of chastity and sensuality Not 
surprisingly, when it comes to Nature as st xually female, then she must 
be overcome. These passions seem to bt a part of Nature that, in 
contrast to the rest of Nature, rests within man, rather than man within 
it. And so the binary opposition breaks down here, too. Nature is both 
all that is not me and something within me. (An interesting sidelight 
that the feminist critic will note is how the man's sexual desire fcr a 
woman is imagined in terms of an alien, specifically female, nature 
that resides within him. Thus the male psyche subtly blames woman 
for his desire for her,) 

Reading the text this way, the deconstructivist critic demonstrates 
that although the existence of real women is all but completely repressed 
in Thoreau's text on man, nevertheless a controlling metaphor of the 
text depends on defining man in specifically gendered terms against a 
female Nature, which he must ultimately overcome. Thus the concept 
of female is essentia' lo Thoreau's meaning. This leaves the feminist/ 
deconstructivist with a dilemma: while the feminist critic can argue 
that Walden is not, as so many scholars assume, universal, for it 
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excludes women, the dcconstructivist critic is left with the reinscription 
of the idea of woman into the text. Real women and their real lives 
may have slipped Thoreau's mind, but the text could not exist without 
the notion of female, that is, something opposite in sex to man against 
which he can define his existence. 

Reader-Response Theory and Walden 

I promised early in this essay to include reader-response theory, and 
here is where it becomes appropriate for the feminist teacher whose 
task it is to guide students through difficult texts. If the experience of 
women is absent from a text, if woman is not included in Thoreau's 
discussion of what it is to be human, what is the woman reader to do? 
If man and mankind are always male, then she cannot, as her male 
peers can, be one of the students learning at Thoreau's feet. For 
instance, Thoreau complains that 'The man who independently plucked 
the fruits when he was hungry is become a farmer; and he who stood 
under a tree for shelter, a housekeeper. ... We have built for this world 
a family mansion, and for the next a family tomb. The best works of 
art are the expression of man's struggle to free himself from this 
condition'* (p. 33). Here it is again, as in "Rip Van Winkle'' and in so 
much of American literature— the family and home as symbol of that 
which keeps man from being independent, an artist, human. This is 
extremely painful to young readers, especially those just emerging into 
adulthood and making decisions about marriage and family The young 
woman is forced into a position of blaming herself for entrapping her 
man, and the young man is encouraged to believe that she is. The 
woman is also excluded from the possibility of being an artist herself; 
in fact, any student who wants a family is told that (s)he must struggle 
against that desire in order to create art. 

We can thus see some points at which readers of both genders can 
be subtly swayed by the text. But the woman reader especially has no 
place to locate herself in Thoreau 's text. She must, therefore, as Judith 
Fetierley tells us, resist it even as she reads. She must assert herself at 
every exclusion; at every moment in the text where her experience is 
denied or denigrated she must talk back to the text or lose her status 
as a human being. It is a very difficult and painful task to perform, 
more so if done within the sponsorship of a literary establishment that 
requires her to suspend her disbelief willingly or else to be accused of 
willfully misunderstanding the text. 

Here is where the feminist teacher must guide and support the 
student in a resisting reading of the text. Instead of requiring her to 
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suspend disbelief, to go along with the text and therefore to say that 
it is a universal truth that all artists are men and that all good artists 
must break away from the ever-entrapping female, the teacher en- 
courages her to counter it with her own intuitive truths. The wise 
reader knows that there was never a golden age in which people needed 
no shelter but a tiec, no food but fruit — always tlicre were babies to 
feed and shelter find protect, always there were families. In resisting 
the text this way, the feminist reader unmasks it as a document 
profoundly affected by structures of gender, a text that often espouses 
a somewhat narrow, incomplete — rather than universal — truth about 
human life. 

This does not mean that we should stop teaching Walden, Much of 
what Thoreau says seems to have enduring value for men (and, after 
all, nearly half our student population is men), and much has value 
for all people. Further, of course, we greatly admire Thoreau's rhetorical 
skilL The point is to make overt those presently hidden assumptions 
that denigrate or exclude women. All of us have been brought up in 
a social system profoundly affected by gender roles that privilege men 
over women, and all of our cultural artifacts, if read attentively, will 
reveal the effects of that system. Thoreau is not alone here. Further, 
deconstructivists tell us, language depends on a sy.stem of meaning that 
is both culturally determined and unstable. All texts, like all thoughts 
and all people, are limited. To say that Walden^ truths are not entire 
and perfect and universal is to accuse Thoreau of nothing more than 
being human, to notice that his language functions in the way of all 
language and that his attitudes are formed by the prevailing structures 
of his culture. And reader-response criticism tells us that all evaluations 
are based on subjective opinion; there is no such thing as an unbiased, 
objective reading of a text. Why, then, should women be forced to read 
as men (blacks as white, poor as rich) or else to be told that to object 
to Thoreau on grounds of gender, race, or class is to misread the text? 
Let us not, as Barbara Johnson says humanistic critics do, stop reading 
when the text stops saying what it ought to have said. Let us seek the 
fullest, most accurate reading of a text thai we can. In that way we 
will serve our students by revealing how structures of gender, race, and 
class influence our lives and our culture, and thereby start them on 
their journeys of growth and change. 

Notes 

I. It seems cvidcnl lo me thai Thoroau's "wc'' also docs not inr ludc non- 
while men or men nol of gcniccl birlh. The icxl can, 1 am sure, be 
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deconstructed on lines of race and class as well, though that will not 
be my efForl here. 

2. 1 recognize that this is a simplification of Emerson's statement, which 
claims that even onc*s body—and hence one's sex— is Nature, rather 
than me. But a feminist deconstructive reading of Emerson would, I 
suspect, quickly tease out the inconsistencies of such a claim. 
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10 "Professor, Why Are You 
Wasting Our Time?'': 
Teaching Jacobs's Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl 

Warren Rosenberg 



Warren Rosenberg has been leaching English since 1970 at a 
variety of levels and schools— both full- and part-time, in high 
schools, community colleges, and four-year institutions. He is 
now an associate professor at Wabash College in Crawfordsville, 
Indiana, a small (800 students) liberal arts college for men. Wabash 
is a pre-professional institution with a student-teacher ratio of 
11:1 and therefore a strong emphasis on teaching and one-to«onc 
contact. Historical coverage remains at the core of its English 
department offerings. Professor Rosenberg teaches American lit- 
erature to 1900, composition, ethnic literature, black literature, 
literature and film, and women's studies. 

Like many of us, Professor Rosenberg "realized that [his] 
pedagogy was operating years behind [his] current scholarly and 
theoretical interests, and that non-canonical as well as canonical 
works need to be taught using the full range of contemporary 
critical approaches.** Professor Rosenberg's essay evolved from 
ideas in conflict, conflict drawn from his research, his classes, and 
the Summer Institutes. 

One of five members of the English faculty (all male). Professor 
Rosenberg has "compensated for the absence of women in the 
classroom by choosing texts by and about women and encouraging 
students to read them with empathy and a high level of gender 
consciousness." He is now "working in the classroom and in [his] 
scholarly writing to focus feminist critical analysis on 'male' texts 
and ways of knowing.*' 

/ see clearly, f\ow^ not only certain ways in which theory can 
help us solve curricular and pedagogical problems: I see also how 
teaching can help theory pose and elaborate those problems. 1 see 
that teaching and theory are always implicated in one another 

— Robert Scliolcs, Textual Power 

I, like many of my colleagues, have been struggling for a number of 
years to reconcile my evolving scholarly interest in the issue of canon 
formation and expansion and my immediate practical need to teach a 
survey course in American literature to 1900. I must choose certain 
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texts and exclude others within a departmental context that labels mine 
one of six **core'' courses, four of which all English majors must take 
and be examined on in a written and oral senior comprehensive exam. 
The course is also seen by advisors as a useful introductory literature 
course for freshmen and sophomores, and students themselves see it 
as "safe,'' for most of them have had what looks like a very similar 
course in high school. In fact, the course as I taught it for years was 
virtually identical in form and content to the one taught in most 
American high schools, although I prided myself on teaching the works 
with greater sophistication — by virtue, no doubt, of my doctorate in 
the field. All the familiar names were there in the expected chronological 
order and under the standard period rubrics — the Puritans (Winthrop, 
Bradstreet, Taylor, Edwards), the Colonials (Franklin, de Crevecoeur, 
Jefferson, Paine), the Transcendentalists (Emerson, Thoreau), the Ro- 
mantics (Poe, Hawthorne, Melville), and the Realists (Whitman, Dick- 
inson, James, Twain, Crane). Since the books which had formed my 
view of American literature — Matthiessen's American Renaissance, 
Feidelson's Symbolism and American Literature, Chase's The American 
Novel and Its Tradition — logically supported (because they actually 
created) this canon, the imperatives to keep the syllabus as it had been 
handed to me were formidable. 

Then I began to read those critics Frederick Crews has recently 
labeled "The New Americanisls": Judith Fetterley, Annette Kolodny, 
Sacvan Bercovitch, Nina Baym, Jane Tompkins, Henry Louis Gates, 
Jr., Werner Sollors, and Paul Lauter, among others, who excited me 
with the possibility of opening what had seemed to be a closed literary 
world. By initially deciding to teach Harriet Jacobs's Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl (mi) and Kate Chopin's The Awakening {m% 
admittedly only two new writers out of twenty, I felt the exhilaration 
of making the same break for freedom that, as I had been pointing 
out for years to my students, was a major theme in American literature. 
But like Hestei and Dimmesdale when they finally got out into the 
forest, or Huck on Jackson's Island, or Christopher Newman in Paris, 
freedom felt very good for a while but then rapidly turned into something 
less appealing. There were shadows in the forest, and unforeseen snags 
in the apparently open river. 

A major snag for my students, a generally well-prepared all-male 
group primarily from Indiana, has been Jacobs's book, especially the 
way I first introduced it in 1984. Chopin's novel was a departure from 
the rest of the syllabus as well — the only novel written by a woman, 
with a plot that revolves around women's lives and issues (child rearing, 
social interaction, romance), and a style that can seem lyiically excessive 
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at times. But the book is also familiar enough in style and content to 
be accessible to twentieth-century readers. It has a crafted plot with a 
dramatic conclusion, familiar character types, traditional symbols; it 
is, in short, what everyone recognizes as literature. Jacobs's book, on 
the other hand, a hybrid of slave narrative and "sentimental" novel, 
apparently inconsistent in style and structure, the work of a nonprofes- 
sional, created a mini-student rebellion. Reactions ranged from polite 
condescension to outright hostility. One extremely bright student spoke 
for others, I am sure, when he asked me in class, ^'Professor, why are 
you wasting our time?" With my back against the blackboard literally 
and figuratively, I asked myself whether, in fact, I was. 

After that first unsettling experience I briefly considered dropping 
Incidents from the course, but I have kept it and its presence has forced 
me to modify how I teach. As a result of my struggles to teach this 
book effectively, I now realize that the curren* desirr to introduce non- 
canonical texts into our still predominantly canonical courses must be 
accompanied by a revisioning of our theory and pedagogy. Teaching 
Jacobs's book has both instigated and helped in this revisioning process 
by leading me and my students to a deeper questioning of what 
constitutes literature in general and "American" literature in particular. 

1 first read of Jacobs's book in Paul Lauter's (1983) Reconstructing 
American Literature: Courses, Syllabi, Issues. This extremely useful 
collection proved that at least in selected classrooms instructors were 
already opening up the canon. As Lauter notes in his excellent intro- 
duction, traditional survey courses were "simply not truthful, nor 
professionally current. The pictures they present to students of the 
American literary imagination or of American life and thought are 
woefully incomplete and inaccurate'* (p. xii). My positive response to 
this view was instinctive, but my training had blinded me to its broader 
theoretical implications. After all, "integration" had been the social 
rallying cry of my upbringing in the fifties and sixties. Yet my academic 
literary training was grounded in the implicit elitism which stood 
behind "New Critical Formalism^ a graduate school label that had no 
real "critical'' determinacy for me until much later. If the power of a 
theory is attested to by its invisibility. New Critical Formalism was very 
powerful indeed. Otherwise I would have attended more carefully to 
Lauter's warnings that "while formalist explication de texte was effective 
both as a classroom tactic and for exploring a great many powerful 
texts, it provided no usetul basis for approaching that great body of 
literature that placed a premium on simplicity, transparency, and 
emotional directness — from American Indian chants and spirituals to 
Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn Brooks, from Uncle Tom's Cabin to 
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Daughter of Earth"' (p. xviii). Although now I believe that these texts 
will bear more formalist analysis than Lauter allows, they cannot be 
approached in that way alone. 

In 1984 1 learned this lesson the hard way by merely putting Incidents 
into my syllabus between Melville's '*Benito Cereno" and Whitman's 
poetry and waiting lo see what would happen. Obviously I foresaw the 
students making connections between Melville's story about a slave 
uprising and Jacobs's about slave resistance, and I hoped that they 
would carry Jacobs's theme of the struggle for freedom into their 
reading of Whitman. Otherwise, feeling apprehensive about the student 
reception to the slave narrative as literature, I intended to teach the 
book as I would any other fictional text, even though in the first line 
of her preface Jacobs writes, ''Reader, be assured this narrative is no 
fiction" (p. 1). To protect her own identity and the identities of those 
who helped her escape, Jacobs does create names for all of the 
*'characters" in her story, and calls herself Linda Brent in the text. And 
in many ways she does become a character, both narrator of and actor 
in her own life story. I chose to stress the larger fiction-like aspects of 
the book — the dramatic contiict between Dn Flint, the evil master, and 
Linda, the attractive mulatta; her seven-year confiner-i^nt in a tiny 
crawlspace from which she could see her children but not reveal herself 
to them; her eventual escape. I was so eager for the class to read the 
book as an exciting novel that I even shortened the text, assigning only 
through chapter XXX, "Northward Bound," cutting the final forty 
pages set in the North because I saw that section as anticlimactic. Only 
in subsequent semesters did I realize how important the ending is for 
Jacobs's purposes. Because of the Fugitive Slave Law, Linda Brent was 
not really free when she crossed the Mason-Dixon line, and Jacobs 
wanted her Northern readei*s to suffer over her frequent hairbreadth 
escapes when she was already living in New York and working for an 
influential family (Mary and Nathaniel Parker Willis). Only when her 
employer buys her and gives her her freedom, related in the last chapter, 
does Brent with bitter sarcasm bring her narrative to an end: **A human 
being sold in the free city of New York! The bill of sale is on record, 
and future generations will learn from it that women were articles of 
tralfic in New York, late in the nineteenth century of the Christian 
religion" (p. 200). 

In retrospect, my anxiety over the text's generic acceptability seems 
odd, given that the first third of the standard survey course is studded 
with works students would not generally define as literature: Puritan 
sermons and diary entries. Franklin's Autobiography, letters from 
Jefferson and Madison, Emerson's essays. But I did not make a case 
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for Incidents on the grounds that our definition of literature should be 
broadened. I did not make any case at all, because my experience with 
the canonical works had made me lazy about the need for such 
justification. Of course we had talked somewhat about the literariness 
of a sermon, letter, or essay, about the historical and cultural reasons 
these modes seemed to predominate, but the power of the authors' 
iiames established legitimacy. Reading Franklin may not have provided 
as many literary pleasures as reading Hawthorne, but the students 
believed it was an equally important use of their time. This sense of 
inherent legitimacy covered stylistic "))roblenis" as well, and might 
account for their willingness to accept Cooper's stilted diction but not 
Jacobs's. 

But who was Harriet Jacobs {Linda Brent}? This turned out to be a 
critical question, when the terms author and authority were seen as 
one. If she had been a slave, then could she have written her book? 
How much help did she get from professional author Lydia Maria 
Child? Despite Child's introduction, which argues that her revisions 
were "trifling," and despite an appendix with two letters corroborating 
Jacobs's authorship, when 1 first taught the text students tended to 
doubt that Jacobs could have written her own book. In this, they were 
in line with historian John W. Blassiugame (1976), who in his influential 
Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews and 
Autobiographies also doubts her authorship. I was not then familiar 
with Jean Fagin Yellin's (1981) discovci-y of a cache of Jacobs's letters 
which match her book stylistically and thus ^^authenticate" her having 
written it, nor was Yellin's new edition of Incidrnts, which includes an 
excellent introduction, nc^es, and supporting documents, available. 
Even if Jacobs had wntten her own book, some of my students still 
argued, is it worth our time to read the work of an unknown writer? 
Who are we leaving out? Following the densely structured and lingu- 
istically assured "Benito Cereno" in the syllabus, Jacobs's book looked 
simplistic, episodic, uneven, unstructured; presented without any ex- 
planatory defense, she didn't have a chance against the major canonical 
writers. Students wondered why she broke up her narrative with chapters 
VII, IX, XII, and XIII on slave life, Nat Turner's rebellion, and slavery 
and the church — embedded and apparently momentum-killing tracts. 
By cutting the text, I was also sending them the message that, unlike 
The Scarlet Letter, this narrative did not have overall structural coher- 
ence. Many students also winced at the language Jacobs used to describe 
one of the most compelling incidents in the book, her decision to enter 
into a sexual relationship with a prominent white neighbor rather than 
submit to the advances of her master: 
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With all these thoughts revolving in my mind, and seeing no 
other way of escaping the doom I so much dreaded, I made a 
headlong plunge. Pity me, and pardon me. O virtuous reader! 
You never knew what it is to be a slave; to be entirely unprotected 
by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition 
of a chattel, entirely subject to the will of another You never 
exhausted your ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and cludirg the 
power of a hated tyrant; you never shuddered at the sound of his 
footsteps, and trembled within hearing of his voice, (p. 55) 

My male students — would women respond differently? — had diffi- 
culty with the "O virtuous reader" apostrophe, the "snares,'' and the 
general shuddering and trembling, concluding that this was a nineteenth- 
century Harlequin romance, not a "legitimate" work of literature. I do 
recall that first year trying to create some context for this style by 
referring to the popular American woman writers — Stowe, Sedgwick, 
Warner, Cummins — whom Hawthorne condemned so roundly as that 
"damn'd mob of scribbling women" (Freibart and White, p, 356). Of 
course, these unfamiliar names meant nothing to my students, and I 
knev/ them only slightly better at that time through Nina Baym's (1978) 
Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in America 
1820''1870. The question of whether popular female writers could 
produce anything of value never came up, but the issue of whether a 
slave narrative was literature at all was raised. The book is so relentlessly 
propagandistic; Jacobs so frequently breaks into tf* e narrative to address 
the reader directly and plead for an end to slavery that the effect of 
her story seems deliberately undercut. Aren't morals in literature to be 
more subtly delivered? We moved on to Whitman with a universal 
sense of relief. 

Although many interesting questions were raised and much often- 
heated discussion was generated, I did not want to duplicate this 
experience in future semesters. Both Jacobs and I were on the defensive, 
and the great majority of students that first semester were justifiably 
not convinced she should be taught at all in a literature class. The 
resistance I met to introducing the text led me to examine the existing 
canon more critically, and I learned in practice then what Gerald Graff 
(1986) and others have been arguing currently: that "all teachers of 
literature operate on theories, whether they choose to examine these 
theories or not" (p. 41). Consequently, I sought, for the first time in 
my teaching, theoretical justification for what I was doing. Because the 
revisionist critics I had been /eading theorized differently about Amer- 
ican literature, I was able to see that there wm a theory or, at least, a 
less consciously formulated ideology, behind the canon I had been 
teaching. This realization necessarily changed my classroom approach. 
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for knowing that there are conflicting theories about what constitutes 
American literature, I could not justify keeping my students from 
knowing about, nor from participating in, the exciting critical debate. 
To help them, I would have to familiarize myself with as much 
contemporary critical theory— feminist, new historical, structural or 
intertextual, and deconstructive~as time and patience would allow — 
and somehow revise my survey course, assuming that for the time 
being survey courses will continue to hold their powerful positions, in 
a more theoretically self-conscious way 

Inspired by the kind of critical questioning of the canon feminist 
critics have been engaged in in recent years, I now begin my survey 
course by encouraging students to question the syllabus I distribute. 
After listing on the board all of the writers they are familiar with, I 
ask them what these writers have in common. When we have agreed 
that they are primarily white Protestant males from the Northeast 
(most students need to be told precisely where, and are often amazed 
that Hawthorne lived a literal stone^s throw from Emerson and was a 
friend of Melville), we have begun a critique that will ultimately pave 
the way for Jacobs. 

We discuss how canons are created, as well as the extreme recentness 
of the American canon itself, and consider in detail Nina Baym's 
(1985) **Melodramas of Beset Manhood: How Theories of American 
Fiction Exclude Women Authors'' Initially, I summarized Baym's 
arguments for the clasK I had always been uncomfortable about giving 
critical essays to introductory-level classes, and only occasionally did 
so in advanced classes. More recently, however, I have distributed the 
essay its?lf and asked for a one-page precis and response. I was pleased 
with how well the students understood the essay and with how their 
reading it enhanced class discussion, and I saw that my previous 
reluctance was based on the self-serving formalist concept that theory 
was a distraction to the '^real" work of close textual analysis. And 
although I believe the emphasis on primary texts should be maintained, 
especially in introductory courses, allowing students to read critical 
essays gives them a greater sense of empowerment and consequently 
of commitment to the course as a whole as they come to understand 
why certain texts are being assigned and others not. 

The American (iVIale) Myth of Freedom 

Baym's essay is particularly useful to me because I have structured my 
survey around the question "What is American about American 
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literature?" and she clearly shows me how my own answer to that 
question has been shaped by critics of the forties and iifties, who, 
according to Baym, '*used sophisticated New Critical close-reading 
techniques to identify a myth of America which had nothing to do 
with the classical fictionist's task of chronicling probable people in 
recognizable social situations" (p. 71). Baym describes this myth as 
positing an "essential" American who seeks a romantic other place 
where he (the figure is generally male) can be alone away from the 
destructiveness of society (often represented by women) and ''inscribe, 
unhindered, his own destiny and his own nature" (p, 71). In addition, 
this desire for escape is almost always embodied in a text that itself 
formally rebels against societal norms. Clearly such a definition of 
Americanness and American literature would fit most of the major 
canonical figures and exclude almost all of the writing by women and 
minorities in the nineteenth century, which tended to be more con- 
ventional in subject and form. Thus, Baym illustrates how white male 
critics have universalized their particular value system through their 
control, until only recently, of the scholarly and academic world. 

Interestingly, Jacobs's book also embodies this American myth of 
freedom. Linda obviously seeks to escape from slavery V/e might even 
see her as a solitary figure resisting society as Natty, Thoreau, and 
Bartleby do, separating herself in a crawlspace for seven years to 
maintain her individuality But to force her text into this narrow, 
essentially masculine view of the "American" myth would be to ignore 
the reality the canonical figures often seek to repress. For Linda Brent 
is totally connected to her milieu by family ties, by the Fugitive Slave 
Law, and by slavery itself. There really is no escape and, in fact, Brent 
does not want to escape from the oppressive "feminized" home the 
canonical figures ostensibly flee. A home is the very thing she wants. 
Even after she is legally free, in the next-to-last paragraph of her novel, 
Brent says, "The dream of my life is not yet realized. I do not sit with 
my children in a home of my own. I still long for a hearthstone of my 
own, however humble" (p. 201). Brent's dreams and concerns are 
clearly not the same as those of the male canonical figures. At least, 
they are not the dreams these figures foreground. (For example, despite 
Huck's protests for wanting to light out for the Territory there is his 
frequently noted desire for a real home.) 

We can see dramatically how much the canon has been based on a 
particular male perspective and not on a universal perspective if we 
note the anthologizing of the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
(1845) and its apparent thematic compatibility with the standard 
authors. (Jacobs had no doubt read Douglass in her years working in 
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abolitionist offices in Rochester, New York.) When I ask my students 
to compare excerpts from Douglass with Jacobs's book, however, they 
note the dramatic difference between the slave experiences of males 
and females. Particularly in the chapters on Douglasses battle with 
Covey, the Negro breaker, they see the male emphasis on physical 
ff^sistance and dominance when the "fighting madness" comes on 
3ouglass. As he concludes, "1 was a changed being after that fight, I 
was nothing before; I was a man now. It inspired me with a renewed 
determination to be a free man" (p. 968), Linda Brent, on the other 
hand, can only physically resist Dr. Flint's sexual advances up to a 
point and then she must use intellectual and social stratagems. Unlike 
Douglass, who is often shifted about and has no firm connection to 
any one place. Brent, her parents, and her grandparents arc an integral 
part of one town for almost their entire lives. Brent's grandmother is 
a freed slave who has considerable standing in the community When 
she can. Brent uses Flint's concern for his public image and desire for 
continuing good relations with those around him to keep him from 
raping her. Ultimately, though, she relies on her wits and circumstances 
to keep him at bay. Once, after escaping him and finding a hiding 
place, she sees Flint pass in the street and reflects, "Anxious as I was, 
I felt a gleam of satisfaction when I saw him. Thus far 1 had outwitted 
him, and I triumphed over it. Who can blame slaves for being cunning? 
They are constantly compelled to resort to it. It is the only weapon of 
the weak and oppressed against the strength of their tyrants" (pp. 100- 
101). Obviously, Douglass did not have to worry about sexual violation, 
and he even seems detached from his whippings. Terrible as they no 
doubt were, his mater-of-fact descriptions ("I remained with Mr. Covey 
one year, and during the first six months there I was whipped, either 
with sticks or a cowhide whip, every week" [p, 962]), give the impression 
that his essential self remained unviolated. And, significantly, he did 
not have to worry about children, Brent's most profound "link to life." 

Her children are the focus of Brent's life. Although ^-.he sometimes 
seems to be illustrating Edna Pointellier's dictum that she would give 
her life but not her self for her children, Brent does put their freedom 
first. Her escape into hiding was part of a stratagem to keep them from 
being sent to the plantation. The link to her children makes certain 
scenes in the book — like Brent's having to watch silently from her 
hideaway as her son is brutally attacked by a dog— emotionally pow- 
erful. In discussing this theme, students can make connections to Hester 
Prynne in The Scarlet Letter -and to Edna in The Awakening, Children 
limit the freedom of these women with positive and negative effects, 
just as Brent's do. In fact, the complexity of the mother-child relation- 
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ship which underlies the positive view ot ?he nineteenth-century home 
establishes a useful corrective to the valorization of the unencumbered 
male. Where is Emerson's family in his essays? Does Thoreau really 
care about anyone but himself? Should we condemn Dimmesdale as 
much for his failings as a father as we do for his hypocrisy as a minister? 
Since teaching Jacobs I have even suggested to students that Melville's 
'*Bartleby'' can be read as a critique of this male myth as the lawyer 
tries to reconcile his parental feelings for Bartleby with the demands 
of his office life. Bartleby had made the office into his hone, but this 
confuses the simple and rigid distinctions between the ma!c and female 
spheres that the lawyer feels compelled to maintain. When the lawyer 
finally realizes the problem and invites Bartleby to his real home, it is 
too late. 

By contradicting and by revealing contradictions within the prevailing 
myth of American literature, Jacobs's book emphasizes that all books 
mythologize real life and do so for particular purposes and for distinct 
audiences. Whether we value any given text, then, depends as much 
on whether we feel it speaks to us (or to our internalized myth) as it 
does on any intrinsic value the text may have. Such a realization 
naturally forces us outside the works themselves because we can no 
longer assume the universal validity of the theory that had shaped this 
particular form of the canon. Once outside the works, we find ourselves 
almost inevitably examining the historical, social, and cultural milieu 
which had produced the suddenly more complex literary world we 
have rediscovered. 

Applying a New-Historical Approach 

With students predisposed from the first day to see canon formation 
as a human, sociohist-^'^lcal process and not as divinely ordered fiat, 
we can, as a first step, engage each text in the survey from the perspective 
of how it aligns with the myth outlined by Baym or how it emerges 
from an alternate reality with differing values. This sets the stage for a 
*'new-historicar' approach to texts that will tend, sometimes disturbingly 
for the students, to equalize each's importance. The approach is "new" 
historical in that we can no more assume a stable, unexamined historical 
context than we can assume a stable canon. Although attempting to 
place a literary text within its sociohistorical milieu is itself a revolt 
from New Critical Formalism, if one does not also question the historical 
theory one employs, a new myopia will obtain. As Cathy N. Davidson 
(1986) argues in her important new-historicist reading of early American 
fiction, Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in America, 
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All history is choice, discourse that begins with the very questions 
the historian chooses to ask (or not ask) of his o»* Jirr own version 
of the past. Fiction cannot be simply *'fit into historical context,'' 
as if context were some platonic pigeonhol .; and all that is dark 
or obscure in the fiction is illuminated when the text is finally 
slipped into the right slo\. If we argue that history provides the 
context, then who or what, we must also ask, provides the 
history? . , . The relationship [between fiction and history] runs 
two ways, which is to say that the connections between the history 
of story and the story of history are multiple and complex, (p. 
82) 

lb appreciate Jucobs's Incidents, students need to know more than 
what the Mason-Dixon line and the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 were, 
facts they can get from the text itself Davidson's use of the term 
discourse is central here because it implies a vital relationship between 
the writer and her world that can only be understood through an. 
historically grounded questioning of audience, purpose, and reception. 

For students to ask these questions, they do need to learn some 
literary history that will certainly challenge some of their most deeply 
held prejudices. As Jane Tompkins (1985) argues, extending Baym's 
position in her important essay ^^Sentimental Power: Uncle Tom's 
Cabin and the Politics of Literary History," **twentieth-century critics 
have taught generations of students to equate popularity with debase- 
ment, emotionality with ineffectiveness, religiosity with fakery, domes- 
ticity with triviality, and all of these, implicitly, with womanly inferi- 
ority*' (p. 82). Because Jacobs clearly intended her book to be read, in 
part, as a ^^sentimental" novel, the embodiment of a critically debased 
tradition, Tompkins's resurrection of the genre can help students 
appreciate how a nineteenth-century reader would have responded. 
Here we can see the merging of the new-historical approach with a 
structural or intertcxtual analysis. The novel-like chapter headings, the 
direct appeals to the reader, the tearful separations from family, th^ 
references to God and religion, the emphasis on details of home life, 
all of which arc found in Incidents as well as in Uncle Tom *s Cabin, 
can be seen not as flaws but as necessary elements in an immensely 
popular genre, one that Tompkins believes was ultimately designed to 
wrest power from men. 

Although the anthology I have used most recently, The Harper 
American Literature (1987), does not have any excerpts from popular 
women's novels (and unfortunately I have found it too expensive for 
students to order Lucy Freibert and Barbara White's anthology Hidden 
Hands [1985], a collection of excerpts from these works), I do assign 
a chapter from Uncle Tom's Cabin to illustrate its stylistic and structural 
similarity to Jacobs's book. I also hand out a question sheet before 
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students begin reading, one which encourages them to consider intended 
audience and authorial purpose, thus violating two formalist fallacies 
that had for years kept me from asking similar questions of canonical 
texts. Initial questions include the following: "How is reading Jacobs 
different from reading Hawthorne and Melville? In what ways is it 
similar?" "Although she writes that the book is a true narrative, in 
what ways does she manipulate the story to make it seem \\\ i a novel? 
Why might she do this?" "What is her purpose in writinp .he book?" 
"What is her intended audience? How do you know?" Such questions 
tend to place the book within its tiir.e, allowing students to begin to 
see that like Paine and Jefferson in the revolutionary period, Jacobs 
was writing to make things happen in the real world, not to create 
"high ' art that would transcend that world. Her book was aimed 
primarily at a Northern white .niddle-dass female audience who could 
be moved enough to support abolition and the war efibrt which was 
just beginning the year her book was published. Should these practical 
intentions make her work any less valuable as literature? Now, under- 
standing the historical context, the class can at least discuss this question 
more equitably 

Continuing our new-historical/intertextual reading, we can evaluate 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, despite its strong resemblance to 
nineteenth-century women's fiction, as primarily a slave narrative, 
although a uniquely female version as our comparison to Douglass's 
narrative illustrated. Like the popular novels, in Tompkins's view of 
them at 'jast, the slave narratives were written to move the emotions, 
effect moral change, and ultimately alter the existing social structure. 
In the same way that students need to be introduced to popular fiction 
of the period, they need to learn of the great popularity and importance 
of the hundreds of slave narratives being written at the same time. 
This genre, Theodore Parker believed, was the only "vholly indigenous 
and original" American literature (Davis and Gates 1985, p. xxi). And 
certainly most literary histories ignore the importance of the slave 
narrative to the development of literary realism. Here is history from 
the bottom up— not the voice of the Harvard-educated elite, or of a 
white Quaker poet imagining himself into the body of a slave woman 
(marvelous and earthy as Whitman can be), but the experience of 
slavei-y from the pen of a slave. After the question of authorship has 
been dealt with, this is the aspect of Jacobs's book that requires no 
sales job. The incidents themselves are gripping, although gripping in 
a different way from those Douglass relates in his Narrative. 

As they compare Douglass and Jacobs, students also see how the 
pieces share some stylistic and structural elements, although without 
reading all of both texts or other texts they will miss some parallels. (I 
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hope to include all of Douglass's narrative in future classes.) Once the 
"I was born . . openings, the early awareness of being slaves, the 
struggle for literacy, the memal and physical suffering, and the ultimate 
escape north are noted or pointed out, students can note structural 
similarities to earlier texts— Puritan diaries. Franklin's Autobiography, 
Mary Rowlandson's captivity narrative — and to future works like 
Richard Wright's Black Boy. Ellison's Invisible Man, and Walker's The 
Color Purple. Such intertextual awareness tends to increase the literary 
interest we have in a work that can be seen as part of a larger tradition 
or traditions/ 

Although our attempts in class to find a comfortable generic category 
for Jacobs's book frequently lead us back to the uniqueness of the text, 
I am not expecting students to find some special status or "greatness" 
in the book to make it worthy of inclusion in the canon. Yet all of 
our new conl'^xtualizing and theorizing have not made the issue of 
value disappear. Rather, the issue has been recast. New Critical For- 
malism asks us to find some inherent value in the richness and 
complexity of a work's language, in its structural coherence, or in the 
way it modifies existing literary forms. Studying Jacobs shows us that 
such formal conventions cannot be evaluated in isolation from the 
social context that gives them meaning. So, for example, the apparent 
structural incongruities that bother readers— the interpolated chapters 
on apparently extraneous matters — might be seen not as flaws in what 
should be a seamless text, but as acts of aesthetic intention which have 
meaning and value that remain to be discovered. Valerie Smith's 
introduction to the Schomburg Library edition 0/ Incidents in the Life 
of a Slave Girl attempts just such a deconstructive reading. Smith 
believes that Jacobs found neither. the woman's novel nor the slave 
narrative sufficient for her needs: "By manipulating linguistic spaces- 
verbal equivalents analogous to the garret in which she hides for several 
years and from which she orchestrates her freedom — she interrogates 
the two genres and points out their inadequacy to her story" (p. xxxiii). 
Such a reading allows us to understand and value Jacobs's larger 
structural designs as well as her manipulation of the specific Ir.nguage 
she employs. We can see her use of melodramatic diction, personal 
revelation, dispassionate reporto ial description, jeremiad-like appeals 
to the reader as, to use Kathleen Uiflley's (1988) terms, intricate *'formal 
tactics" employed because **thc less favored the voice, the more 
resourceful it must be to make itself heard" (p. 7). Although Difiley's 
neo-formalist approach, her belief that "any maneuver in how a story 
gets told is worth attention, especially once we realize that language as 
a system is not completely self-referentiar' (p. 8), helps us better 
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understand and value Jacobs's text, it applies to all literature. We, 
therefore, need not abandon all close textual analysis to appreciate 
non*canonical works. 

My American literature survey students now generally tell me in class 
and in response papers that they see Jacobs's text as appropriate and 
even necCo^ary to the course. More important, as I introduce more 
non-canonical texts, including anthologized and unanthologized Native 
American materials and more works by women, the sense of an 
hegemonic canon in whose shadow we are constantly working begins 
to dissipate. Rut perhaps because I am still rooted in an earlier mind- 
set, and no doubt because I see it as my professorial role, I continue 
to struggle with the shape of the course and wonder about its coherence. 
I am concerned by Peter Carafiol's (1988) recent assertion in College 
English that the canon breakers I have been following are pursuing a 
romantic impossibility by attempting to include everything as a reaction 
against historical exclusion. He sees their desire to open the canon as 
incompatible with their aim of writing a **coherent, integrated story 
about our literary past* • . . Americanists cannot have it both ways. 
Coherence means exclusivity, diversity means diaorder'* (p. 611).' At 
present in my survey course I have decided to tolerate a certain degree 
of incoherence of content in order to embrace a coherence of pedagogical 
goals and strategies* In their end-of~term paper assignments and on 
essay exams, I ask students to consider canonical and non-canonical 
texts together so they are in effect making coherence for themselves. 
But what primarily holds the class together is a kind of dialogic pedagogy 
operating each day and outlined to a large extent above. Wayne Booth 
(1986), in a Critical Inquiry Qssay, "Pluralism in the Classroom,*' argues 
that any time one introduces at least two distinct modes of inquiry in 
the class a sense of humility results that is a "prerequisite of all further 
learning." The point of the literature class is not to discover a single 
right reading (or right text, I would add), but to discover what "any 
one reading really amounts to. That discovery takes place within the 
dialogue of the classroom itself, and it suggests a final sense of pluralism 
in the classroom: the honoring of the plurality of human centers that 
any classroom holds'' (p. 479). This pluralistic mode of learning can 
result from including diverse voices like Jacobs\s in the literature class, 
and it stands, to my mind, as the ultimate rationale for their inclusion. 

Yet, as I noted at the outset, external institutional and societal 
pressures to maintain the survey course and its traditional content 
persist. In a recent meeting* my small department reaffirmed the 
centrality of the core survey course to our curriculum. When we tried 
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to agree on a comprehensive question ibr senior exams, however, we 
found the task virtually impossible; we had assumed a common ground 
that seems not to exist. Nationally, events like the resistance at Stanford 
to the inclusion of minority literature in their all-college humanities 
course and the formation of the ultra-conservative National Association 
of Scholars promise to keep feminists and other academic liberals 
struggling, at least for the immediate future. But in my classroom at 
least, retreat is neither desirable nor possible. Teaching Jixcobss Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl has had a transforming effect. To conclude 
where I began, with an image from Robert Scholes, Jacobs has forced 
me and many of my students outside the "unquestioning march*' of 
the traditional canon. And "to step outside the line of march,'* Scholes 
writes, "to scrutinize the device and see it as strange for the first time — 
defamiliarized, as the formalists put it— is to become, perforce, a 
theoretician'' (p, 11), I strongly sense as I read my colleagues' work 
and hear and speak with them at conferences that now many are 
stepping outside the march together which in the next decade should 
make transforming our teaching of literary studies a less isolating 
pursuit. 

Notes 

1. Sec the essays by Olncy, Stcpto, and Baker in Davis and Gates (1985) 
on generic classification of slave narratives and ihcir relationship to the 
American tradition. The place of the woman's slave narrative in the 
black female narrative tradition is explored in, among other places, 
Barbara Christian'^ Black Women Novelists: The Development of a 
Tradition, 1892-1976 (Wcstport, Conn,: Greenwood Press, 1980), Mary 
Helen Washington's Invented Lives: Narratives of Black Women, 1860- 
1960 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doublcday, 1987), and Hazel Carby's Recon- 
structing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman 
Novelist (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987). 

2. Although Carafiors provocative and sometimes intemperate essay ef- 
fectively describes the anxiety associated with canon revision, his either/ 
or reduction of the struggle strikes me as escapist, especially at thiii 
time. His critique ('i' ti.e concept of "American" literature itself seems 
theoretically correct and logical given the terms of his argument, but 
to abandon the label entirely would be to ignore two hundred years of 
cultural history 1 still find considering what is American about American 
literature a useful hermencutical tool. 
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Joel Wingard 



Joel Wingard is an associate professor of English at Moravian 
College, in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, where he has been on the 
faculty for eight years. He has taught also at Louisiana State 
University and at Doane College, in Crete, Nebraska. At Mora- 
vian. Professor Wingard teaches each semester a section of fresh- 
man writing and a section of the introductory literature course 
he describes in his essay. In addition, he teaches courses in 
twentieth-century British literature and in newswriting. He advises 
the student newspaper, directs interns in journalism, and advises 
English/journalism majors. 

Moravian College is a coeducational independent liberal arts 
college associated with the Moravian Church in America. The 
sixth oldest college in America, it traces its ancestry to Moravia 
(now part of Czechoslovakia) and the educational vision of John 
Amos Comenius. The college's 1,200 students come chiefly from 
Pennsylvania and northern New Jersey. 

In more than a decade of teaching at liberal arts colleges, I have taught 
many introductory literature courses, courses required as part of that 
set intended to broaden students' intellectual and cultural horizons and 
liberalize or make free their thinking. Such literature courses also exist 
to acquaint students with the major works of the canonized writers in 
one literary tradition or another — American, British, Western — or in 
one or more of the usual genres — fiction, poetry, drama. For instance, 
the catalog of Moravian College says, "The liberal education program 
is designed to provide a student with a frame of reference for formal 
studies, to assist in the integration of course work, and to enhance the 
qualities of judgment and freedom of mind that distinguish a liberally 
educated person''' (emphasis mine). The catalog goes on to say that the 
liberal education program requires students to take a literature course 
because "through the study of literature [students gain] knowledge of 
the imaginative uses of language with which the creative writer expresses 
humanity's noblest thoughts and deepest emotions" (pp. 23, 25). Being 
trained as a literary historian and formalist critic myself and sharing 

149 



150 



Teachers' Voices 



those orientations tacitly with my English department colleagues, I 
have always assumed a formalist model of reading in these courses. I 
have further assumed that close reading (the analysis of a text's formal 
features and subsequent interpretation to discover meaning) exercises 
students' critical thinking skills. I have equated the exercise of critical 
thinking skills with intellectual liberalization, and I know I have not 
been in the least bit peculiar in that thinking. 

At the same time, I have always felt some degree of dissatisfaction 
with these courses. As required introductory courses, they draw students 
with different backgrounds and with different motivations. Some are 
nascent English majors who have a grounding in the canon and in the 
New Critical methods that their high school teachers have been taught 
and in turn teach. They are eager to read and discuss literature. Most 
are not nascent English majors, however, and this large group often 
becomes lost or disinterested, feeling that there is a "correct" knowledge 
of literature that is the province of English majors and teachers. After 
midterm, active participation and real involvement in the class has 
shrunk to the handful of English majors and perhaps a few other hardy 
types. Attrndance declines, and the experience — for both students and 
teacher — becomes a dreary one of making it through the term to the 
final. In the process, most students' critical thinking skills are stifled, 
not exercised, as their learning goals shift from liberalization to limi- 
tation: they want to know only the "correct" answers so they can get 
passing grades on their papers and the final exam. Recognizing this, I 
had always focused blame on students and on myself: students for not 
being willing or able to exercise their critical thinking skills; myself for 
tiring of trying to lead the unwilling or unable and consequently falling 
back on inculcating "correct" analyses i id interpietations. I had never, 
however, seen a problem in the critical assumptions and model for 
reading implicit in my approach to these courses. 



A Different Method 

Since participating in the 1987 NCTE Summer Institute on recent 
critical theory, I have twice taught an introductory literature course 
called "The Experience of Literature," in which I put some of tho'^e 
critical approaches to use, finding reader-response and cultural criticism 
ideally suited to this kind of course in a liberal arts college environment. 
In this course, -students have maintained their motivation to learn in 
a liberalizing vay throughout the term and have often performed in 
ways that demonstrate their liberalization. What had heretofore been 
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the goal, seldom met, has become the method, whereby the goal is met 
as it is practiced. Students of all majors, not just English, find they 
can be successful as readers and writers in terms other than arriving 
at ''correct" (i.e., teacher-sanctioned) analyses and interpretations. Their 
intimidation in the face of literature is reduced as their empowerment 
as readers is realized. Their writing has a chance to be much more 
genuine, meaningful to themselves and satisfying lo read— not just a 
wooden and usually unsuccessful academic exercise. And literature has 
a real chance to do what I and liberal educators ii. general have always 
supposed it to do: liberate students' minds. 

In the preface to his book The Meaning of a Liberal Education 
(1926), Everett Dean Martin, then-director of Cooper Union, avers 
that liberal education 

is a spiritual revaluation of human life. lis task is to reorient the 
individual, to enable him to take a richer and more significant 
view of his experiences, to place him above and not within the 

system of his beliefs and ideals [A] liberal education [is] the 

kind of education which sets the mind free from the servitude of 
the crowd and from vulgar self-interests, (p. viii) 

My syllabus for English 109, **The Experience of Literature," tells 
students that the course will 

introduce you to the three major genres of literature— fiction, 
poetry, drama—and to the acts of reading and responding to 
literature — [I]t aims to improve your reading skills, to make 
you more aware of what is involved in reading a text, to strengthen 
your written expression and to exercise your intellect. 

I will proceed by taking up those aims one at a time. First, however, 
I will provide a little background as to how I came to make the claims 
I have made so far. 

I will not testify to a sudden conversion in a flash of insight. Indeed 
the origins of whatever conversion I have undergone are lost in the 
mists of time three or four years back. Intellectual curiosity, or the 
dissatisfaction with my literature classes that I mentioned above, led 
me to read more or less randomly in contemporary literary theory. I 
started with a collection of essays called Writing ami Reading Differently: 
Deconstruct ion and the Teaching of Composition and Literature (Atkins 
and Johnson 1985). Reading this in isolation, with no immediate 
colleagues who were conversant in any of this theory, I let it incubate. 
At the same time, it shook me up enough (on in post-structuralist 
terms, solicited me) to sharpen my sense of dissatisfaction with my 
literature courses. In the spring of 198 . ' ( ♦he assignment to teach 
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English 109 in the fall term. I had an eye out for an anthology and a 
mind open to a new approach to take in a new (for me) course. The 
timing was right for the first NCTE Summer Institute, whose topics 
were posl-structuralism and reader-response and cultural criticism. I 
was receptive, and my school was financially supportive. Some years 
earlier, I had chaired a session at the Pennsylvania Council of Teachers 
of English annual meeting in which Gary Waller and Kathleen Mc- 
Cormick described the cultural studies curriculum in the English 
Department at Carnegie-Mellon University Knowing I would be at- 
tending the Summer Institute, and remembering the interest I had felt 
in what Waller and McCormick were talking about, I ordered their 
anthology, The Lexington Introduction to Literature (Waller, Mc- 
Cormick, and Fowler 1987), for my course. At the same time I obtained 
another book by Waller and McCormick (with Linda Flower), Reading 
Texts: Reading, Responding, Writing {19^1). Though not an anthology, 
this is a textbook for a literature class which I have used as a teacher's 
manual to the Waller, McCormick, and Fowler book. (I have subse- 
quently assigned it as a textbook in a January Term 1989 class in 
•^Reading a Novel/') 

The Lexington Introduction to Literature (which I will hereafter refer 
to as LIL) is one of the first introductory literature anthologies to be 
constructed substantially along the lines of contemporary critical theory.* 
Its ''Preface for Teachers" says that the book **pioneers a fundamental 
shift in the way we teach introductory literature courses and reflects 
some of the most useful insights, concepts and tools of recent theory 
and criticism" (p. v). In both LIL and Reading Texts, McCormick and 
Waller try to locate themselves between the poles of subjectivity and 
objectivity that they define in reader-response criticism. They use 
cultural criticism to do this. When, in their prefaces, they describe their 
theoretical approach, they are at pains to say how cultural criticism 
provides a corrective to the emphasis on subjectivity in some reader- 
response critics. Cultural criticism, they say in Reading Texts, studies 
'*both readers and texts . . . within the complex cultural dynamics of 
their time" so that they are not "regarded as isolated, purely subjective 
entities" (p. vi). The important chapter in Reading Texts on **Reading 
to Write Response Statements" (which I have drawn upon heavily for 
my English 109 class to supplement similar discussion in LIL) elaborates 
a theoretical position framed by McCormick in a 1985 article in College 
English, In this article she describes shortcomings in the reader-response 
approaches of David Bleich and Norman Holland on the one hand 
and Elizabeth Flynn and Bruce Petersen on the other She acknowledges 
Bleich's and Holland's contributions to **shifting classroom emphasis 
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from texts to readers^ but argues that they *'stop short of explaining 
liow readers are influenced ... by language and society'' and that for 
Bleich and Holland "the role of the reader seems primarily to be a 
passive one, simply to react to a text rather than to analyze factors 
Influencing those reactions'' (p. 836). She acknowledges Flynn's and 
Petersen's "reader-oriented pedagogy," but complains that they employ 
it "to maintain the notion that understanding 'the text itself is the 
ultimate goal of a literature course" (p. 837). The position McCormick 
argues — and on which the discussion of response statement assignments 
in Reading Texts is built — goes beyond Bleich and Holland, Flynn and 
Petersen to see response statements as 

more than records of subjective reactions, [as] ways of integrating 
more traditional historical and philosophical material as well as 
more contemporary issues of literary theory into tht classroom 
v^ithout sacrificing the spontaneity of students' initial responses 
and without reifying the text or the reader, (p. 837) 

Building on these ideas and the understanding I developed from the 
Summer Institute, I stress reading as an activity by having my students 
write frequent response statements to selections they read. Basic to the 
response statement as constructed by Waller, McCormick, and Fowler 
is a heuristic (p. 15) that asks students the following: What was the 
initial effect of the text on you? How do you account for that eflTect, 
in terms of features of the text and qualities of yourself as a reader? 
What does your response tell you about yourself or your society? 
Features of the text are literary conventions or anything else a reader 
notices and responds to in reading. Qualities of the reader are divided 
according to repertoires of knowledge: general and literary. The general 
repertoire includes all values the reader brings to the reading situation; 
the literary repertoire includes previous experiences with and expec- 
tations about reading literature {LIL pp. 13-15). 

Students typically write three hundred to five hundred words in 
response to these basic questions or to more specific ones provided for 
individual texts. The key here is that these are not "themes about 
literature" wherein students attempt or pretend to make "objective" 
interpretive or analytical statements about a text — the traditional kind 
of writing in the literature class.' Response statements focus on the 
activity and process of reading, which includes the reader-as-subject as 
well as the text-as-object, focusing on ihe interaction between the two. 
For example, in about the fourth week of the term, my students read 
Ronald Sukenick's story "The Birds." I ask them to respond to the 
unconventional nature of the story, to describe how they do or do not 
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make sense of it and to refer to assumptions from their general or 
literary repertoires that clash with the unconventional strategies of the 
text. One student rcsponc'ed as follows; 

Because of its unconventional nature, I was barely able to 
make sense of ''The Birds" at all. In fact, had I not been reading 
this story for a class, I would have completely disregarded it and 
not followed it through to its conclusion. I hesitate to even term 
the ending of this story a conclusion because there is nothing to 
conclude. From the beginning, I felt like I was reading the writing 
of someone who had a bad hit of acid and only later went back 
to try and make sense of it. 

Basically, the meaning I extracted from '*Thc Birds" was that 
the author could somehow compare the people of the world and 
their situations to the flight and characteristics of birds, all the 
while coming up with governmental anarchy in the end. This 
whole technique was very difficuh for me to deal with. The story 
neglects everything that I have been taught about writing or that 
I am used to reading. . . . 

The very structure of the story was alien to me and contributed 
to my negative reactions. Also, there was no plot per se and the 
beginning was so unclear that there was nothing to grasp onto in 
hopes of creating some meaning from the story. This definitely 
goes against my general assumptions of short stories (York) 

Once a few preliminaries are out of the way, students write a response 
statement for nearly every class meeting (I collect them a few hours in 
advance of the class meeting so that I can read them and respond — 
graded or not — before class discussion). This may sound like a chore; 
usually close to thirty students are enrolled in my section of English 
109. But it is not a chore; it is a joy to read these responses. Students 
tend to be relaxed and natural in their writing, speaking in authentic 
voices — as was my student writing on "The Birds" — instead of in an 
academic voice that is not yet theirs. Reader-response teaches them 
that uncertainty in reading is not necessarily a defect, so they are free 
to be uncertain. These reader-centered assignments allow students to 
see that iheir responses to literature matter — whether or not they are 
English majors, whether or not they have in the past been rewarded 
by their English teachers for their insightful readings. Response state- 
ments tend to make all students insightful readers, because *hey do 
not limit insight to statements about the text. Neither the teacher nor 
the English major is established as a master reader So students, with 
their own authority, become involved and maintain their involvement 
throughout the semester. On the cover page of a formal paper in my 
^'Experience of Literature" class, one student creatively rewrote the 
title of the course as "new experiences in literature." I took that as 
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both a compliment and a sign of the success of this course. In my 
January Term course, **Reading a Novell a student who had also taken 
my **Experience of Literature'' class (where we did not read a novel) 
volunteered this statement in her reading journal: 

In class lasi semester, v/e were learning how to make a **closc,'' 
"sirongr "complcic" reading and I like the way I read much 
more now. This way even if I am faced with an unconventional 
text that I do not understand I can react with frustration and 
allow myself to try to think of the things about myself that are 
holding me back from comprehending. Possibly I did not under- 
stand the text because I do not think in that pattern or I have 
never experienced that situation. I realized from the readings we 
did in class a lot about me as a reader. (Sauter) 



Extending Response Statements 

Response statements in iny course also form the bases of formal papers 
students write and which, by English Department mandate, are essential 
graded elements in all introductory-level literature courses at Moravian. 
Students in my **Experience of Literature" class write three formal 
papers: one on their reading of a short story, one on their reading of 
a poem, and one on the effect of library research on their r^Tcading of 
a short story, poem, or play The paper assignments tell students to 
pick a text for which they have already written a response statement. 
They are asked to reread the text as well as their initial written response. 
Following Waller and McCormick in Reading Texts (p. 93), I tell 
students, 

A formal paper should differ from a response statement only in 
its greater coherence, more formal organization, greater detail and 
persuasiveness, not in its methods of app-oaching the text. The 
theories and assumptions that underlie your response statements 
apply equally to your more formal papers. 

The writing goals and reading strategics for response statements 
arc equally important for writing a formal paper. In other words, 
in writing your formal paper, you do not have to determine what 
the meaning of a text is. Rather, you can pursue the goal of 
analyzing how meaning is constructed through the interaction of 
text and reader. 

You may choose to write on such issues as: a) the ways in which 
your reading strategies intersect with the text's strategies; b) how 
your assumptions about literature iniluence you to read a text in 
a ceriuin way; c) how some aspect of your general repertoire 
clashes or harmonizes with the text's; d) how the text opens up 
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multiple interpretive options; or e) you may develop ^ strong 
reading of the text. 

The formal paper thus extends and deepens the student's first response 
to the text; sne or he is writing about reading the text, not about the 
text as an object. The **critical apparatus" the student needs has already 
bt:en taught and learned in the process of approaching literature in a 
reader-centered way, instead of being applied from the outside when 
the writing occasion calls for it. Some of the terminology may be new, 
but the method taps into what students already know, so they really 
have less content to learn, and the departmentally required writing 
assignments ftt more naturally imo the flow of reading and writing in 
the course. 

The third paper in our mandated sequence is a research paper-— 
that old bugaboo to students and teachers alike. Reader-response and 
cultural criticism expand the possibilities for success here, too. Instead 
of asking students to find published critical analyses or interpretations 
that support hypotheses they have developed out of reading a text 
(which is what happens in the ideal student research paper), I ask them 
to broaden their repertoires with respect to an author's biography, 
canon, genre, or cultural situatedness. Library resf^arch produces this 
broadening. The purpose of their research paper is to see how their 
rereading of a text is affected by having broadened their repertoire- 
Recall the response statement to "The Birds" from which I quoted 
earlier. The student who wrote that chose to do her research paper on 
her reading of that texi. Here are some excerpts, with the student's 
citations omitted: 

Because of its very unconventional nature, my initial response 
to **The Birds" was a negative one. The very structure of the 
story neglected everything that I had been taught about writing 
or that I had been accustomed to reading. There was no plot per 
se and the beginning was so unclear that I found myself with 
nothing to grasp onto in hopes of creating some meaning from 
the fragmented text. This definitely presented a problem for me 
in that any conventional reading strategies or assumptions I had 
been using were not effective in this case. Obviously, it was 
necessary for me to discover a way in which I could broaden my 
perspective as a reader in order to deal more effectively with the 
text. The method I used to do this was through research. By 
researching the thoughts and strategies of the author I was able 
10 reread the story and approach the text with unrestricted 
expectations. 

One of the main reasons for my negative reaction to the story 
was the form in which it is written. I expect a piece of fiction to 
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have certain conventions related to characterization, description, 
and plot. I considered fiction not as an art form, but simply as 
another way of conveying information. Through my research of 
the author I realized that writing is just as much a form of art as 
music or painting. After all, they are all forms of composition. 
The art of fiction lies in opening the reader to experience beyond 
language or, as Sukenick declares, . . to get people unstuck from 
a formulated kind of response and open them up to another/' 

Consequently, I decided to approach my rereading of the text 
as a form of composition — an ongoing interchange between the 
page and the mind of both the reader and the author. As Sukenick 
says, "It seems all the more important that you should get rid of 
old forms and allow new forms to grow out of your own expe- 
rience** This is precisely what I attempted to do when devising 
a new reading strategy by leaving the formal conventions of plot, 
character, and language structure behind. What I discovered was 
an artful collage not only of language, but also of characters- 
characters that I did not even perceive in my initial reading. , . , 

Actually, the form of the text is. ihc more interesting element 
of this composition. Sukenick even admits that what he is trying 
to do is "call attention to the text itself so that it becomes ... a 
kind of object that returns the reader to his own imagination,'* 
When concentrating on the form of the text, I was able to make 
some sense of it by reading it as a collage of words. The text is 
actually a linking of separate fragments that are not altogether 
separate once one realizes that it is a combination of several 
different forms of writing and improvisation. , . . 

7 lirough my research of the author I learned a great deal about 
my own reading strategies. Even though \ have acknowledged 
before that reading is a learned process and that the reader 
contributes to the meaning of the text, I also realize that I did 
not even give the text a ugnting chance in my initial reading. I 
totally disregarded the text anc^ its author as something totally 
out of the ordinary and in doin? so, I restricted my expectations 

to the traditional I have al>^nys thought that one of the most 

important things about fiction is its honesty and now I realize 
that it may be the breaking down of language that releases that 
honesty (York) 

Is it not plain that this student has learned something valuable, and 
that the learning is integral to the process? That she has learned not 
just the procedures of library research merely for tne purposes of serving 
limited academic ends, but something about herself, how she reads, 
what she thinks about fiction as art? Is not her growth evident in what 
she says and how she says it? Granted, I would prefer that she recognize 
how she is privileging the autho ' as a source of truth about the text. 
But in my experience there is more life in this paper than there is in 
the typical traditional literary research paper. 
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Benefits and Implications of tlie ApproacI) 

Reader-response and cultural criticism offer another benefit that may 
seem antithetical to the introductory literature teacher's assumed goal 
of fostering literary appreciation (where "appreciation'' is taken to 
mean "fondness for"). Response statements encourage students to see 
negative responses as worthy of expression, and cultural ciiticism 
provides a mechanism by which a student's negative reaction to a text 
may become a learning experience. A negative response may work 
better than a positive response, because positive responses often happen 
with texts that seem to be "easy" to read or that lend themselves to 
consoling readings. When that happens, students may iiave more 
difficulty analyzing the cultura' causes of their response than when 
they have a more strongly negr.iv'e initial response. For instance, in a 
recent assignment to develop a more formal paper out of an initial 
response statement to a poem, some students chose to write on Frost's 
"The Road Not Taken," an easy text for most of my homogeneously 
white middle-class students. The poem confirms the American cultural 
belief in freedom of choice and in choosing independently, even 
nonconformingly That is, students who come to the poem with these 
values already in their general repertoires tend to see the poem in these 
termsj and they may therefore have difficulty stepping back from their 
perspective to recognize that their reading is cuhurally determined. 
The poem consoles them because it gives back what they put into it. 
Other students in the same class, bringing the same acquired values to 
leading Gwendolyn Brooks's "We Real Cool" tend to have a strongly 
negative initial reaction to what they perceive as the anti-social attitude 
expressed by the voice in that poem. But instead of having students 
turned off to a reading they don't like, reader-response and cultural 
criticism give them something to do with that negative response by 
inviting an examination of what produces it — what combination of 
features of the text and aspects of their value systems, 

A reader-response and cultural criticism approach also has impli- 
cations for which texts are read and studied. The emphasis on the 
students' literary repertoires tends to heighten their awareness of what 
they have read before, and the continual reference to factors in the 
students' cultural repertoire tends to broaden their understanding of 
reading to include texts from other media. Students who would not 
usually excel in the literature class, yet are readers of their own culture, 
may feel validated by the freedom they are given to bring into academic 
consideration texts from their own canons. LIL anthologizes verses by 
Bob Dylan, Paul Simon, and Laurie Anderson, for instance, as well as 
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ones by Shakespeare, Sidney, and Dickinson. For hi., formal paper on 
reading a poem, one student — a sophomore accounting major, a passing 
student but not one who would normally be seen as distinguishing 
himself in the literature classroom— developed his response statement 
to Bruce Springsteen's **Darkness at the Edge of Town/' The paper was 
excellent, one of the three or four best in the class, in large part because 
the assignment did not ask him to analyze or interpret the text, to 
discover a meaning **in" the text and argue that it was objectively 
"there" Instead he was permitted, even encouraged, to bring in his 
avidity for Springsteen's lyrics, his identification with a person who 
carries a secret around inside him (as the speaker in the text seems to 
do), and his ability to picture the situation the speaker seems to describe. 
This student also showed me that he was making Intellectual connections 
of his own by raising the point that this text had a performative 
dimension, that listening to a recording of Springsteen and his band 
singing **Darkness at the Edge of Town" alfected his reading of the 
printed verse. (He even handed in a cassette recording of the perfor- 
mance with the final draft of his paper!) I saw this student coming 
alive intellectually, claiming a strong sense of ownership of his idea. 
He learned through his own successful efforts that he was an important 
agent in the reading transaction, and he went on to read, and read 
well, traditional canonical texts such as Hamlet and Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Arc Dead and to write well about them/ 

In another case, another student, also not fitting the usual paradigm 
for academic success in a literature course, was encouraged by this 
approach to develop a strong reading of Frost's **Stopping by Woods 
on a Snowy Evening'' He read the speaker in the poem as Santa Claus, 
pausing on his annual rounds. His paper acknowledged the effects the 
holiday season was having on his reading, and it explained how he saw 
the figure of Santa Claus in Frost's poem. This was a plausible reading, 
although surely not a traditional one. In a course with the traditional 
interpretive model of reading, this student's paper would likely have 
failed; certainly **Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" is not 
**about" Santa Claus making his Christmas Eve rounds. Or, if the 
instructor had read a first draft of the paper with this student's thesis, 
the student would have been discouraged from arguing such a personal 
reading. But that is not what happened. Instead, this student had a 
succest^fi'' :cadmg and writing experience and produced a paper that I 
enjoyed reading. The measure of his success, for me, was that he was 
able to recognize and articulate what was involved in his reading of 
the poem. He saw that he had a strong initial response to the text and 
that, at first, he could not account entirely for why that was so. He 
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saw that something was drawing him back to the poem again and 
again; that he was able to summarize the **surface argument," what 
the poem seemed to be saying, as well as identify a gap in his reading — 
who the speaker is who stops by the woods; that he filled this gap with 
something from his cultural repertoire: the notion of Santa Claus or, 
more properly, his notion of a Santa Claus who is both duty-bound 
and an aesthetic dreamer. He showed me that he had learned not just 
about the text but about himself, who both reads "Stopping by Woods" 
and has his reading written by his relationship to his culture. Finally 
his reading was useful to me in that it opened up a way of seeing that 
particular text. 

I am convinced that these two students and the others I have referred 
to became stronger readers through this course — stronger than they 
would have been without it, stronger than they would have been with 
a course that used a New Critical or traditional literary-historical model 
of approaching literature. One element of that strength is especially 
evident in the cases of the last two students mentioned: a g'-eater respect 
tor themselves as readers and thinkers and writers — and to the extent 
that those selves affect what we usually call //;^msclves, as people, too. 
I think this self-respect is healthy in another way: it tends to increase 
respect for others' ideas as well. With discussions in this course 
illustrating varying readings (in terms of both styles and results), students 
learn both to value and to challenge their own readings. With the 
chance to compare their readings with others comes the chance to 
understand and explain themselves, along with the tempering influence 
exerted by others bringing their understandings and explanations into 
the conversation. They learn that there is no one correct reading, that 
there are many valid readings. 

Yet such a relativistic tendency has not, in my experience, led to 
solipsism or defensive postures in which readings are merely asserted 
and not explained. Having students recognize the extent to which their 
culture determines their responses is liberating. In seeing themselves as 
cuhumlly influenced in certain ways (for example, in terms ot genden 
race, social and economic class — even college major), students also 
gain some perspective on what Ihcy are not and acknowledge that being 
otherwise constituted would make them read otherwise. The self- 
reflection this realization prompts is another emancipation, or a step 
toward it, because many students — my students, at least — have not 
given much critical thought to themselves in relation to their culture; 
they take themselves for granted. And younger college students seem 
to be at an age or developmental stage (or perhaps it is merely a 
cultural situation!) where they are ready for and interested in this kind 
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of analysis, both for what they have to learn about themselves and for 
the sake of learning itself I find students typically saying that the 
discussions, the sharing of responses, and the response statements ''open 
their eyes" to other people's ideas and to the factors that produce those 
ideas. 1 read "minds" for "eyes'* in that metaphor. 

I have tried to explain hovv a reader-response/cultural criticism approach 
makes this particular course ideally suited to a liberal arts education. 
By way of concluding, let me make the claim as boldly as I make it 
to my students. In my syllabus I say this: 

If you give [this course, with its approach] a chance, it should 
make you a stronger student all the way around, because it will 
heighten your consciousness of your role in making meaning of 
experience, any experience, and because it will improve your 
critical powers. In the largest sense, those arc some of the best 
things you can learn from a liberal education. 

1 strongly believe what I say here. The approach I use constantly asks 
students to look into .he cultural and ideologic al factors that determine 
what they are as readers and in turn how they produce meanings in 
interaction with literary texts. It is but a short step from there, with 
the theoretical groundwork already laid, to the realization that the 
world is full of texts, is a text itself, whose meaning(s) is/are produced 
in large part by the perspectives a "reader" brings to the reading 
experience. This understanding is esjcntial to a liberal education: to 
its methods as well as its purposes. Going ?ll the way back to Bishop 
John Amos Corr -^ius, the "father of modern education," whom 
Moravian College in particular claims as its philosophical guiding spirit, 
we find that a liberal education is supposed to open up, not close 
down, the student to the world and the world to the student. It is 
supposed to introduce, not conclude; to show, not to tell; to lead, not 
to force. Eschewing the tcachcr-as-master-reader and the expert-lectur- 
ing-to-novices models, and adopting instead a self-analytical and self- 
discovery model, the reader-rcsponse/cultural criticism approach in the 
introductory literature course may contribute to the student's liberali- 
zation. To those of us who believe in and try to practice the aims of 
liberal learning, that is strong endorsement indeed. 



1. Another book. Literature: Options for Reading and Writing, edited by 
Donald Daikcr ci al. (Harper and Row, 1985 [2i)d cd., 1988]) draws on 
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reader-response theory in its recommendations to students to keep a 
response journal. An anthology edited by Martha McGowan, Literature: 
Experience and Meaning (Wmxowxx Brace Jovanovich, 1988), also draws, 
to a lesser extent, on reader-response theory, and a 1989 book edited 
by Thomas McLaughlin, Literature: The Power ofLanfjuage (Harcourl 
Brace Jovanovich) does the same in a more thoroughgoing way, 

2. For instance, in an introductory British literature survey 1 have taught 
at Moravian, I used to give a writing assignment that asked for '*an 
objective statement communicating your understanding of some aspect 
of the text, as oppo.sed to a subjective response expressing yourself 
encountering the text for the first time . . . (an] understanding based on 
either analysis or interpretation or both." The assignment told students 
*'the situation is an academic one, concerned with objective knowledge 
and empirical data'' and that their papers would be evaluated in terms 
of *nhe carefulness and clarity of [their] observations and . . . thinking, 
the intellectual convincingness of [their] understanding, and the formal 
correctness of [their] writing." As a heuristic device for specific topics, 
I included with the assignment a detailed outlir ; of literary elements 
that presumably could be analyzed objectively and from which analysis 
an interpretation could be built. The elements were the conventional 
ones — plol» character, tone, symbol, point of view, language — and the 
assumption implied throughout the assignment was that since these 
were features of the text, an interpretation based on observing them 
would be objectively dcMved/wm the text. Similarly, a recent intro- 
ductory literature anthoiosy — Interpreting Literature, edited by K. L. 
Knickerbocker et ul. (Hcit, Rinohart and Winston, 7th ed,, 1985) includes 
more than a doy.en pa'^es of critical apparatus to be applied to writing 
a paper about poeir^ and offers as purpose options these two: explication 
and analysis. I take these to be typical and traditional paper assignments 
in the literature class, 

3, I J the course of routine reporting to me about my students' Writing 
Center visits, David Taylor, Writing Center director, observed that the 
students in my '^Experience of Literature" class "tend to have a much 
stronger sense of ownership of their ideas and writing, and :rc usually 
much more active in their tutorials as they continue to try to work out 
their own meanings of . . . texts. Literature isn't something that is dead 
for them; it has clearly become something that has affected them on a 
personal level" (memo to the author, Nov. 17. 1988). Taylor's interest 
in the sense of growth and empowerment of student writers is manifest 
in his article 'Teer Tuloring's Hidden World: The Emotional and Social 
Issues" in Writing Lab Newsletter 13 (January 1989): 1-4. 
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in the Post-Structuralist Era: 
A Classroom Teacher's Agenda 
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Lloyd Dendinger is professor of English at the University of South 
Alabama, a iwcnty-five-year-old institution that draws its student 
population— some 10,000 undergraduate and graduate students— 
largely from its home city of Mobile and from southern Alabama, 
southeastern Mississippi, and southwestern Florida. His publi- 
cations include articles on the works of Robert Frost in the 
Southern Review and American Quarterly, and on the work of 
Stephen Crane in Studies in Short Fictioti 

Of his teaching Professor Dendinger writes, "I think of myself 
first and foremost as a classroom teacher. I teach American 
literature at all levels: a sophomore survey course, advanced 
undergraduate courses, and graduate seminars in the American 
Romantics and Modern Poetry Once each year I teach a section 
of freshman composition.** Professor Dendinger's institution spon- 
sored his participation in the first Summer Institute, and he, in 
turn, taped the sessions so that he could present them to his 
colleagues at the University of South Alabama. Thus the conver- 
sation that started at Myrtle Beach has continued within his 
English department and in his college classroom. 

In addition to his teaching. Professor Dendinger is active in 
community outreach programs. He lectures and does dramatic 
readings in the schools and at community functions. 

To start with the underlying question: how does someone like me 
respond to the vigorous intellectual crosscurrents of the contemporary 
literary scene, particularly as those crosscurrents threaten the viability 
of the canon by and in which I was trained and have taught throughout 
my career? First, a few words about "like me'' and ''respond": I am a 
tenarcd professor of English at a relatively young tate university I am 
whiv% male, middle-aged, and of northern European extraction. My 
Ph.D is from Louisiana State University, my dissertation on Robert 
Frost. Although not a disciple of the New Critics, I recognize that the 
principal set of critical theories influencing my teaching strategies and 
objectives derives from their work. 
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That I '^respond" to that underlying question implies an audience. 
My secondary audience is made up, imaginatively, theoretically, of all 
of my professional colleagues who are interested in the teaching of the 
English language and its literature. However, what I undertake to write 
here has something of the character of a dramatic monologue, intended 
to provide a rational articulation of my most fundamental professional 
responsibilities to myself. I am, then, my own primary audience, for I 
have a basic professional responsibility to understand both what is 
going on in my field and how that understanding affects my teaching. 

I mean to explore that understanding and its effects in a three-part 
discussion that W\\\ begin with "canon^ turn next to '^pedagogy," and 
finally to my own individual **teaching agenda." I can clear the deck 
by summarizing my three proposals. 

What I propose to do about the canon is to go on teaching traditional 
American writers, mostly male, mostly of northern European stock, 
against tne backdrop of current challenges to that canon posed by 
deconstructionist, reader-response, and, most particularly, feminist and 
black critics. 

What I propose to do methodologically is to continue in the classroom 
with a New Critical orientation made manifest by the close reading of 
texts against the backdrop of the ideological challenges of contemporary 
criticism to that approach, particularly against propositions such as 
that of Harold Bloom (1979) that there is no "the Paradise Lost" (p. 
8). 

Which is to say that I propose holding a steady, traditional course 
that will, as it always has at its best, remain open to dissenting voices 
and actively encourage the expression of dissent in its quest to realize 
more fully what it means to be human. 

Canon 

The most exciting thesis in the ongoing discussions about canon 
formation is the political one, the one which raises questions about the 
basis of authority in a pluralistic, democratic society. Immediately 
behind considerations of what I teach arc questions about why I teach 
that text and not another and questions about who decides which texts 
should be taught. I find such questions highly compatible with the 
classroom agenda I draw from the traditional nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century American canon and will develop the theme of that 
compatibility in the final section of this paper. Here, I want simply to 
say that teaching the traditional canon does not preclude my active 
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participation as a classroom teacher in the contemporary debates about 
canon. 

These debates constitute the backdrop against which I will continue 
to teach the most traditional American authors. My students are 
introduced to the major outlines of the ongoing discussions about 
canon formation before we turn to the texts of Emerson, Thoreau, 
Hawthorne, Whitman, Dickinson, and Twain, among others, in my 
nineteenth-centuiy classes, and Frost, Pound, Williams, Stevens, Faulk- 
ner, Hemingway, Steinbeck, Porter, O'Connor, and Welty, among others, 
in my twentieth-centui^ classes, 

I ask my students to consider that these and other select texts once 
constituted the canon of American literary studies and that now the 
very notion of canonical texts is being seriously challenged and to some 
extent replaced by other approaches to the study of literature. What 
was once described as the mainstream is now widely thought to be 
more properiy considered one of the tributaries to that mainstream. 
The overwhelming question is why we should be embarking upon this 
tributary rather than one of the several others we might take. I have a 
three-part answer. 

7. The Historical Argumenis 

There are two principal sets of historical arguments for continuing 
close study of the pantheon of white, largely male (I do teach most of 
the traditional women writers, with particular interest and emphasis 
on Emily Dickinson), European, and, to a large extent. New England 
American writers of the nineteenth and eariy twentieth centuries. First, 
the very fact of the contemporary challenges to their centrality requires 
that we know them, their texts, their biographies, and their milieus. If 
we should eve? decide neatly and Hnally that the course of history 
responsible foi their preeminence was a total disaster, even then it 
would be belter that we know them well than that we rewrite history 
From our vantage point, they were largely both sexist and racist, but 
surely there can be little understanding of liberation without an un- 
derstanding of bondage. As we consider turning away from a canonical 
orientation, we need to know as much as we can about those texts 
which are considered canonical. 

The second historical argument is that the white male European 
authors constitute one of the tributaries to the mainstream of American 
literature and therefore should be taught. However limited their per- 
spectives, however political their rise to eminence, taken together as 
''canon" they constitute, nevertheless, a major commentary on the 
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American historical experience. There is, it seems to me, a real danger 
that we will do precisely what we accuse those who hold to the canonical 
perspective of doing, which is to rewrite history, making exclusions 
which will reflect not a new universalism but rather the provincialism 
of our time. Such exclusiveness on our part is more likely to be the 
result of benign neglect than of hard-line political exclusion. That is, 
no one is likely to propose that we stop teaching Emerson because of 
his views. But what we are experiencing already is the filling up of 
what might be considered a new canon with not only a fuller repre- 
sentation of minorities but with increasing emphasis on contemporary 
writers. We need badly to understand how limited and privileged our 
view of history has always been. But as we move to broaden and 
deepen that understanding, we must be careful, as we expand and 
redefine the canon, to hold on to what we have as welK lest we find 
from some future revisionist perspective that what we accomplished in 
the late twentieth century was the substitution of one canon for another. 

2, The Logistical Argument 

A skeptical though friendly colleague recently cautioned me about my 
^'proposals;' which open me, he said, ''to the charge that what I am 
doing is justifying existing practice, and that what we want is not to 
be figures in the backdrop but figures center stage.'' That is (if I 
understand the argument), all of us, the "we" of **what we want," 
belong center stage. To which I answer, "Yes, of course" But to 
philosophically affirm democratic pluralism does not provide a class- 
room agenda. That affirmation tends rather to frustrate any particular 
agenda by the richness of its cultural diversity and abundant detail. 

Black literary history needs to be "told" The black aesthetic and 
critical perspectives need to be explored and made available. Women 
writers need to be recognized, read, and taught. The feminist critical 
perspective needs to be explored, developed, and made available. The 
Native American cultural history and aesthetic need to be lold. The 
Hispanic story needs to be told. I was delighted recently to read Marilyn 
Butler's (1987) "Revising the Canon," wherein she predicts that "within 
another generation, if wealth and prestige within the American uni- 
versity system continue to shift to California, we arc surely destined 
to see another revision. If this one puts down genuine local roots, it 
might reflect the interests and backgrounds of California's Hispanic 
and Chinese" (p. 1349). Surely Oriental cultural contributions need to 
be identified, explored, understood, and taught. Emerson, Whitman, 
and Twain need to be read and taught. All of these needs exist. And 
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the greatest need of all is the evolution of a culture in which we have 
gone beyond the need to think in these terms because of the assimilation 
of all of the parts into the democratic whole. 

With these fine affirmations made. 1 must turn to the more mundane 
matter of my reading list for next quarter Surely. I will want black 
writers on that list. And women writers. And Hispanic. And Native 
American. And Oriental. And our newest citizens: Cambodian, Viet- 
namese, and Iranian-American writers. And Cooper, Emerson, Whit- 
man, Melville. Twain, Hawthorne, Jewett. James, O'Connor, Porter, 
Chopin, Welty. Frost. Sexton, Wharton. Faulkner, and oh, well, I have 
the coinplete list in my files somewhere. Center stage is going to be a 
little crowded, to say nothing of my ten-week quarter. I hear the voice 
of my colleague in friendly protestation: "Now you are being ridiculous. 
This is simply absurd." Precisely. None of us can accommodate everyone 
anywhere, but most particularly not in the classroom. We must each 
of us carve out a piece of the canon newly defined, an agenda, and 
teach it against the backdrop of the cultural diversity of a pluralistic, 
democratic society 

3. The Race/Gender Argument 

I cannot take on the democratic agenda in the classroom, simply 
because it is logistically impossible to do so. Also. I am given pause in 
my exploration of agendas outside the one I am mo.st professionally 
confident about because some of the people who should know ar'^ 
questioning my white male capacities for such exploration. I am mo»i 
tentative and frankly uneasy about this line of argument. But what is 
someone like me to say to the following account of the feminist agenda? 

A major theme in feminist theory on both sides of the Atlantic 
for the past decade has heen the demand that women writers be. 
in Claudine Herrmann's phrase, "volcuses de langue." thieves of 
language, female Prometheuses. Though the language we speak 
and write has been an encoding of male privilege, what Adrienne 
Rich calls an "oppressor's language" inadequate to describe or 
express women's experience, a "law of the Father" transforms the 
daughter to "the invisible woman in the asylum corridor" or "the 
silent woman" without access to authoritative expression, we 
must also have it in our power to "seize speech" and make it say 
what we mean. More: there is a desire to make female speech 
prevail, to penetrate male discourse, to cause the ear of man to 
listen. (Ostriker 1986. pp. 210-1 1) 

I am admonished here, am I not. at the very least to be silent and 
to listen. That may be very good advice, and I am listening. But how 
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am I to *'teach'' in that wholly passive, silent mode? And what is 
someone like me to say to Houston Baker's (1976) question: *'What if 
Black creativity is the result of a context — a web of meanings — difterent 
in kind and degree from that of white commentators" (p. 53)? Am I 
not again being relegated to a passive, silent role which disqualifies me 
from the classroom, except perhaps as a beginning student, where the 
black agenda is being pursued? My problem here is that I am more 
inclined to agree than to disagree with both Ostriker and Baker We 
really don't know with any finality just what psychological and hence 
rhetorical configurations are imposed by sex and race. I acknowledge 
my need to listen to women and to blacks about the distinctiveness 
and dimensions of their human experiences. However, isn't the com- 
pelling corollary to that proposition that perhaps I, as a white male, 
have something to tell women and blacks about the white male's 
experience on the North American frontier in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries? I need to listen to blacks and women. Perhaps 
blacks and women need to listen to me on the subject of the European 
male's fascination with and mythic celebration of the American wil- 
derness. 

The basic problem of canon is precisely the basic challenge of 
democracy It is the challenge of the motto Plurihus Unum." How 
can we be one people while at the same time not only tolerating, not 
oven only respecting, but affirming and celebrating our differences? The 
process goes on. We are doing it, meeting the challenge, in the democratic 
society at large. We are affirming the ideal whole while contending with 
the parts — in the classroom, the courtroom, and the workplace — 
against the backdrop of that ideal affirmation. 

Pedagogy 

The substantive challenges to the traditional canon are primarily 
political in nature, coming from women and our national minorities 
demanding their right to be heard. The philosophical challenges to our 
traditional understanding of '*text" and ''textuality" complement the 
political ones by shifting the focus of our attention from canonical 
texts to ''discourse." If we agree with Harold Bloom that there is no 
''the Paradise Lost," we might be more readily agreeable to expanding 
the canon beyond those limits where it can continue to accommodate 
Milton's epic. (This is not Professor Bloom's argument.) Thai is, the 
political demands to add more texts threaten the privileged items of 
the canon by providing less and less time, space, and eneigy for them — 
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in textbooks, classrooms, and discussions — a threat that might in time 
result in exclusion by benign neglect. The philosophical refocusing of 
attention from texts to discourse complements that tendency by its 
implicit disparagement of canonical texts as texts. If the privileged texts 
of the traditional canon lose their New Critical autonomy, thc^y are 
more easily **moved over*' to make room for other texts. 

The essential irony of deconstructionist attacks upon texts is thai 
:hey all take place in texts. We cannot introduce students to the 
contemporary challenges to textuality without critical texts in hand. 
That is obvious enough, but it needs to be pushed back another step: 
we cannot introduce students to challenges to literary texts without 
first making literary texts accessible to them. In short, I consider myself 
a teacher of reading and my primary responsibility the **passing on" 
of texts to my students. In my advanced and graduate classes, I introduce 
names and terms from contemporary criticism and take every oppor- 
tunity throughout the semester to return in the context of our consid- 
eration of The Scarlet Letter or HiMeberry Finn to such references. 
But that is backdrop, not foreground. 1 continue in my classes with 
the New Critical orientation in the close reading of texts, concerned 
with matters of syntax, diction, imagery, and metaphor. That is, my 
concern is with a close reading of texts designed to transform the texts 
from the page to the minds of readers- 

In my classroom methodology, my principal point of engagement 
with contemporary criticism is with the challenge to the authority 
which the New Critics assigned to texts. Long before 1 knew the term 
reader-response criticism, I had begun developing my own approach 
to teaching reading as something other than the rote assimilation of 
authoritarian interpretations of literary texts. At some stage, we must 
leach the reader to read for meaning independent of our meanings 
(though the two may, more or less, coincide). That is, of course, easier 
said than done, since our meanings are as closely attached as the skin 
on our backs. My attempts to resolve this critical pedagogical problem 
have been to create what 1 (and others, of course) call a "community 
of readers." 

The community-of-readers approach is a pedagogical, that is, a 
practical, approach that will not resolve ontological and epistemological 
questions about absolute meaning or truth. It provides a practical 
middle ground between the New Critical autonomous text and its 
solipsistic antithesis wherein the text means whatever a reader wants 
it to mean. And most importantly it provides a means of building 
reader confidence by making it possible for an individual reader to 
stand outside the "community" of any group— classroom, critical, 
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philosophical — as a one-person nucleus of a potential new community. 
That is, we work toward shared meaning with the understanding that 
the meaning arrived at is relative, not absolute, and that any one of 
us may break new ground with a reading not in agreement with that 
of the classroom or the larger community. 

The principal challenge of this approach comes in the handling of 
the unavoidable tension between my '^authority'' in the classroom and 
the freedom imposed upon my students by my insistence that they 
find their own meaning for the text. The tension is unavoidable because 
my authority is also unavoidable. I reject as untenable the proposition 
that I am "just another reader'' among readers. I am an experienced 
reader. I do carry '^readings'' of texts with me into the classroom. Those 
readings reflect value judgments, my biases, my "agenda." Nor can I 
escape from the institutional authority invested in me by the traditions 
of the classroom, most particularly my contractual agreement with the 
institution to evaluate and grade my students. 

But my authority has deeper roots than that. I have read "these'' 
books; my students have not. I do not have dogma for them, but I do 
have experiences and values. I believe that the sharing of those 
experiences and the expression of those values are not only compatible 
with but essential to the teaching of the humanities in a democratic 
society. And the essential corolIar> to that proposition is that I must 
also "teach" students to find their own meanings, and that I must 
evaluate them on the clarity and originality of their thinking and on 
the rhetorical effectiveness of their articulation of their views. 

Agenda: The Idea of America 

Agenda as I have been using it throughout this essay has a very 
particular meaning for me. It is close to theme or thesis, but not a 
synonym for either, being more individual or personal. I have various 
classroom agendas, depending upon the class level and subject matter. 
I have a writing agenda which runs through all of my classes with 
decreasing importance as I move from freshman composition lo my 
graduate literature classes. I have a reading agenda which is also a part 
of all of my classes with varying degrees of concentration depending 
upon need. The writing agenda is not wholly my own. I am still highly 
dependent upon others when it comes to teaching co.nposition, espe- 
cially at the freshman level. The reading agenda is my own, which is 
not to say I know all there is to know about it. But I am confident in 
a very personal way about my professional reading objectives for my 
students and how most effectively to achieve Ihcm. 
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Milton says in the Areopa^itica that he hates a '*pupil teacher'' (p. 
440). I take him to mean by that someone who teaches without a 
personal agend.:. I am, myself, most a pupil teacher in the freshman 
coirnosition classroom. But I am not a pupil teacher in my literature 
classes. I have found a thesis "through'' the professional channels of 
qraH.uate study and years of classroom experience which I have made 
my own and which I now "profess.'' I affirm with enthusiasm the 
agendas of our national minorities, of blacks, women, Hispanics, Native 
Americans, Orientals, Indonesians, of all of us to be fully and equitably 
represented in a truly national canon. But these individually are not 
my agenda. Most importantly, I believe that my affirmation and 
excitement about them derives largely from the fact that my agenda — 
drawn from the traditional American literary canon, beginning with, 
most particularly, Emerson— prefigures the attitudes toward the intrinsic 
worth of the individual human being fundamental to the current 
expansion of the canon. 

In upper-level and graduate courses, the intrinsic worth of the 
individual as celebrated in the frontier culture of nineteenth-century 
America is the basic thesis of my classroom agenda. It finds 'its most 
explicit expression in Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, and Twain. In 
1985, the year of the centennial celebration of the publication of 
Huckleberry Finn, I delivered a paper in which I speculated about the 
novel's ''place" in the American literary canon for the second hundred 
years of its history How are we to go on making it meaningful, I 
wondered, as the dynamics of the American historical experience 
continues, through the assimilation of the peoples of the world, to give 
us an audience of ever-changing, ever-widening cultural diversity? To 
particularize my meditations. ! tried to imagine teaching the novel as 
a national classic to some of our newest citizen-students, say those in 
Dade County, or newly anived from Cambodia. This attempt involved 
a three-part deliberation, 

/. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

A primary meaning of Huckleberry Finn is that we are more likely to 
be moral creatures on a raft on the Mississippi River than we are 
anywhere else in the world. I over-particularize for emphasis. Restated 
more broadly, it is the romantic/transcendcntalist proposition that a 
person is innately good, and that there is a natural self, naturally good, 
that can best be made manifest (tapped, discovered, or rediscovered) 
in a natural environment. This proposition sends Huck running at the 
end of the novel from a corrupt and corrupting society It is that never- 
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to-be-ended flight from civilization into the wilderness that will be ihe 
most difficult of the novel's themes to make meaningful for my 
Cambodian American, and my Latin and African American, and even 
for my European Air ncan students in 1990, when the current migratory 
waves have subsidec 

The romantic/transcendental theme which affirms the moral supe- 
riority of the natural man is complemented in The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, as it is pervasively through nineteenth-century Amer- 
ican literature, by the celebration of individuality, with all the political 
implications of that celebration. I am more optimistic about the 
continuing vitality of this "half" of the book's meaning. It has occurred 
to me, particularly with regard to our recent immigrants from Cambodia 
and Vietnam, that the escape by water would provide a point of 
vicarious entry into the novel, given their most recent experiences. 
That is, they might readily identify with the flight by water from social 
injustice and political oppression. The difficult matter to explain, given 
that analogy, would be why Huck lights out for the territory after he 
and Jim have been freed. 

The secondary, complementary meaning of Huck Finn is that, given 
the moral superiority of the natural being, the ideal of human behavior 
will always be in opposition to social norms and established moral 
values. Huck tried to pray, but since it did not work for him he gave 
it up, making manifest his quintessentially '*new American" character, 
as we do ourselves, so long as we continue to applaud his honesty 
while ignoring the discarded tradition as relatively unimportant. 

The historic background for Twain's celebrating the individual, and 
his honesty in rejecting the religious traditions embodied in prayer, 
comes into focus through consideration of Emerson's 1832 resignation 
from the Unitarian Church over the subject of the Communion 
Sacrament. His sermon on that occasion, "The Lord's Supper," and 
his poem "The Problem" spell out cleariy the conflict between his 
sense of "truth-as-perceived" and that presented by tradition. In both 
the sermon and the poem, his rejection of tradition is set, it seems to 
me, in a notably tolerant attitude. In the poem he tells us, 

I like a church; I like a cowl: 

I love a prophet of the soul: 

And on my heart monastic aisles 

Fall like sweet strains, or pensive smiles; 

Yet not for all his faith can see 

Would I that cowled churchman be. (p. 347) 

In the sermon he says, perhaps a little defensively ''I am not so 
foolish as to declaim against foim. Forms are as essential as bodies; 
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but to exalt particular forms, to adhere io one farm a moment after it 
is outgrown, is unreasonable [italics mine], and alien to the spirit of 
Christ" (p. 99). I believe that Emerson's resignation from the church 
in 1832 is one of the most symbolic ads in the couicxt of the nineteenth- 
century development of a distinctive American character. 1 have always 
been particularly grateful to him for the tolerance of his rejections of, 
most fundamentally dogma— a tolerance embodied for me in one of 
the most inspirational passages in American literature: 

I have no hosiilily lo this instiiuiiou. I am only slating my 
want of sympathy with it. Neither should I ever have obtruded 
this opinion upon people, had I not been called by my office to 
administer it. That is the end of my opposition, thai I am not 
inlcreslcd in it. I am content that it stands to the end of the 
world, if it please men and please Heaven, and I shall rejoice in 
all the good it produces, (p. 101) 

Huck is not opposed to prayer; it simply does not work for him. 
His rejection and tolerance in the sphere of religion are paralleled by 
his aesthetics as he tries to view Emmeline Grangerford's art sympa- 
thetically Others see something of beauty in her art and so he tries 
also to be moved positively by her paintings, coming only reluctantly 
finally to admit that, try as he may, they always give him the fantods. 
One could cite various other parallels to such tolerant rejection, bat 
the central point is made, of course, in Huck's treatment of Jim, whom 
he tries earnestly but unsuccessfully to see as a subhuman slave rather 
than as a man and as a friend. 

The conflict between experience and tradition is a central theme not 
only in Emerson ana Twain, but overiiy and dramatically in Thoreau 
and Whitman, and significantly — inough less apparently — in Haw- 
thorne and Dickinson. Thoreau would sign off from society Whitman 
celebrates the "scent of his armpits [as] aroma finer xhan prayer'* and 
counts his ''head more than all the sects and creeds'Xp. 42). The forest 
scene in The Scarlet Letter poses essentially the same moral dilemma 
as does the conclusion of Huckleberry Finn, the significant difference 
Iveing precisely where in the narratives each dilemma occurs. Hawthorne 
poses it early enough to eflfect a resolution in the final scaffold scene. 
Twain's positioning prevents resolution, and so Huck goes on running. 
That is, Hawthorne has not moved as far as has Twain in freeing 
himself from tradition. That does not make him less American or even 
less important to our understanding of the cultural dynamics of the 
pmod. It does, however, blur the distinctiveness of the character of 
Dimmesdale in contrast to that of Huck as representative of the evolving 
cuhurc, as representative of that new national entity, the American, 
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2, The New hogma 

In Culture and Anarchy. Matthew Arnold argues that great human 
achievement comes from those "who either belong to Establishments 
or have been trained in them'' (p. 112 1), I understand him to mean 
by that, say, that Milton's achievement depended upon Genesis in 
particular and upon the fifteen hundred years or so of tradition based 
upon thai text which provided not only the material for his epic but 
the cultural m.ythos necessary for its creation. Much the same thing 
could be said for Chaucer, in particular, and on the continent very 
clearly so for Dante. All of which is obvious enough, it seems to me, 
but it is useful nevertheless when one considers that the Amcriv^an 
literary artists of the nineteenth century had no "establishment" in the 
sense that English and continental writers had. Ignoring the indigenous 
culture, they saw themselves as having no past. The nineteenth-century 
American "institute of leiters" undertook as its central historic mission 
the deliberate, calculated rejection of such tradition, Emerson's "Amer- 
ican Scholar Address" is the manifesto of that mission, "Song of 
Myself" and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn are its two major 
artistic achievements. The primary meaning of the novel, the mora! 
superiority of the natural being, and the celebration of individuality 
even when that individuality conflicts with established norms of be- 
havior, give rise to an implicit third meaning, which is, in Emerson's 
words, that **Each age must write its owi books" (p, 51), To try to 
convey that theme, the novel's implicit theme, in a book is to involve 
oneself in, in at least the general sense of the word, paradox. The 
dogma of our new American — as he is represented by Emerson, by 
Thoreau and Whitir an as personae, and Huck Finn — is that there can 
be no dogma. The "book" which teaches that each age must write its 
own books demands, if we are to take it seriously, that we discard it 
**generationally." How then are we ever in such a cultural milieu to 
establish a "classic" literature? Twenty-five years, a quarter of a centjiry 
at the outside, should be all we can ask for in longevity from "American" 
books. Oh, we'll keep some indefinitely on back shelves as records of 
the past, as period pieces. But we can't expect an American essay, 
novel, or poem, the "American Scholar Address," Huckleberry Finn. 
*'Song of Myself" to last — yet we find ourselves in the second century 
of all three, 

A crucial step in the evolution of my classroom agenda came for 
me with the realization that this apparent paradox, i.e,, the rejection 
of books (of tradition) by means of books, embodies the paradoxical 
genius of the very "idea" of America. 
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3. The Idea oj America 

I am uncertain about the continuing vitality of Huckleberry Finn's 
romantic/transcendental theme, that of the moral superiority of the 
natural being. I am a little more confident, however, that we will go 
on affirming the novel's central place and vitality (in contrast, I mean, 
to a period piece, read and known primarily by specialists) because of 
its complementary theme, its celebration of the individual in conflict 
with social norms of behavior and established moral values. To do this 
we must explain to our newest citizens why, after the successful trip 
by water to freedom, Huck finds it necessary to go on running. That 
is, we must address the seeming paradox that is the idea of America. 

The idea of an American character is affirmed by a series of historic 
and psychological denials. It begins with the political denials of the 
American Revolution and comes down in recent history to Martin 
Luther King's denial, not of his race, but of the proposition that race 
has anything to do with the dignity and rights of an American citizen. 
Though it is too cariy to see with clarity, we are currently witnessing 
something very like the civil rights movement of the fifties and sixties 
in the heightening of the national consciousness about sexual identity, 
which is giving rise more explicitly than ever before to the denial that 
such identity has anything to do with an individual's dignity and 
freedom. Huck's implicit denial of Tom's inflbcnce, of Pap's and Miss 
Watson's authority, and of the social mores which demand that he turn 
Jim in, all come together in his flight to the wilderness. 

As we enter the second century of Huckleberry Finn's history, I see 
three possible categories for its continuing place in our national life. 
The first is serious enough in some ways, but I will not here concern 
myself much with it. That is, the novel has already been trivialized in 
the marketplace to sell bubbh^ gum and soap powder, and that use will 
surely continue. In that category, Huck and Jim become cartoon 
characters, and their flight down the river, sicklied over 'vith a filmy 
cast of nostalgia, becomes cute and stupid. 

The two other categories are both those of classic national literature. 
One is the classic that has been pushed off the front shelf of contem- 
porary vitality and interest but preserved by specialists as a valuable 
period piece. The other is, of course, the status that, in spite of attacks 
and criticism, the novel has largely enjoyed for a hundred years now. 
The difference between these two kinds of classic, it occurs to me, 
might be clarified by returning once more to the river to consider two 
possible symbolic configurations of the passage to freedom which it 
represents. 
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In the context of ninctccnth-ccntury romantic/transcendentalist con- 
cerns, the river runs contrary to the historic, progressive direction of 
modern America. That is, freedom exists in running away from modern, 
urban, industrialized society into the wilderness. Thus, at the end of 
the novel, Huck must keep running. If that is the best we can do (and 
that is not bad) in explaining the flight to my bright Cambodian student 
perplexed by the novel's conclusion, then I think the novel is destined 
to move to the back shelf as period«piece classic: an important and 
marvelous book, but one growing cold with the passing years and 
attracting fewer and fewer serious readers. 

The alternative is that though Twain literally "meant" to have Huck 
flee to the wilderness, in the energy of his creative imagination he 
transcends that meaning with one in which the importance of the river 
transcends that of Huck. The river does not flow away from Ms history 
but rather flows through the heartland of the nation as a timeless 
symbol of the idea of America. And that idea is that there is a 
fundamental self which is free and dignified and equal in worth to a^l 
other such selves. Our distinctive national history might, it scons to 
me, be seen as a process by which that primarily transcendentalist 
concept has been converted into a social/political ideal. The river that 
still runs through, not away from, America is the symbol of that 
selfhood, of that American definition of ihdividi.iality. It promises me 
a place where I can free myself of all other identil/cs — religious, racial, 
sexual, corporate, and even familial — to stand and io declare myself 
in terms of what I am truly moved by and what just gives me the plain 
fantods. In my closing rhapsody, I do not want to forget what I know, 
which is that it often takes an awful lot of anguish and even tragedy 
to reach the riven IBM, Xerox, AT&T, the Democratic Party, the 
Republican Party, feminists, black aestheticians, Marxists, the KKK, 
the Moral Majority, etc. are all breathing down my neck, and in very 
specific instances are ready to come dcwn hard on me for daring to 
declare my independence of them. The river is sometimes reached only 
after blood has been shed or lives have been drained and wasted in 
endless hours in the courtroom. But the belief in the possibility of such 
independence and such freedom is still our most distinguishing national 
idea, the idea of America. 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a commercially successful novel 
written by a middle-aged white male of northern European extraction, 
whose success as an author, by the time he had written the novel, made 
him a member of the literary and economic establishment. Nevertheless, 
to read it with an understanding of the dynamics of the relationship 
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between Huck and Jim is to widen and deepen one's appreciation of 
what it means to be human. It is a story in the first place about a boy 
and a man on a raft on the Mississippi River. The story does not 
include in a significant manner women, nor Hispanics, nor Native 
Americans. But it is, nevertheless, a book about all people — a book 
about all of us. In its deepest significance it is not about men or women, 
or about boys, or whites or blacks. It is a book about an idea — the 
idea of the supreme worth of the individual regardless of race, gender, 
creed, or social or economic class. It is about the idea of America. In 
this great nineteenth-century novel of democracy, Mark Twain shows 
us the idea. In the great nineteenth-century American poem of de- 
mocracy, Walt Whitman tells us what it is explicitly: 

I celebrate myself, and sing myself, 

Apd what 1 assume you shall assume 

For every a^om jcionging to me, as good belongs to you. 
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1 3 Dispatching 'Torphyria's Lover" 



Joseph Dupras 



Joseph Dupras is an associate professor at the University of 
Alaska-Fairbanks, where he has taught for eleven years. He teaches 
a wide variety of courses, including graduate seminars in British 
literature of the Victorian and Romantic periods and undergrad- 
uate courses in literary criticism, nineteenth-century British lit* 
erature, and writing. He has served as acting head of his depart- 
ment and director of undergraduate studies, and has been a judge 
in the NCTE Achievement Awards in Writing program. A par- 
ticipant in the 1987 Summer Institute, he is now at work on a 
number of projects, among which is what he terms a "reader, 
glossary, and instructional aid for the classroom use of current 
interpretive theories and practices." 

Professor Dupras has published frequently on the works of 
Robert Browning and the Brontes. Recently, he was cited in Lisa 
Birnbach's College Book as one of the three best teachers at his 
university. His students, he tells us, know him as "Dr. Doom." 

After a recent honors "lit. & comp." class on Robert Browning's 
"Porphyria's Lover," one student's remark ("You've ruined the poem 
for me!") and another^s question ("Do you like this poem?") suggested 
that, despite my intention — to increase their appreciation for a literary 
classic — I had not achieved the ends I had hoped for. Perhaps because 
the students were willing to accept the teacher's intellectual mastery 
and aesthetic taste, they had not experienced the "textasy" I had hoped 
for, but had been spectators at a pedagogical "texticide." I had been 
unable to resist strangling "Porphyria's Lover" to make it serve my 
professional self-image; and having done so, I could not convince my 
audience that I was still in heaven and all w^as right in the classroom^ 
Nevertheless, my arrogance had helped a few of these young readers 
.see that t* rok of teacher-as-interpreter might conflict with another 
aim of teaching: to bring students to the pleasures of literature. They 
made me stay after class to learn this lesson. 

My approach to **Porphyria's Lover" had become stale and disen- 
gaged because I felt that my competence with formalist techniques 
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made my status as master reader secure. Teaching a text as "perfectly 
pure and good" (1. 37), making sense of it, allowed me to control the 
classroom. The students knew who was in charge. Such a teacher- 
centered approach, however, made it less likely that students would be 
active readers. When a master reader forcefully determines its "meaning" 
a text dies. 

But the reading of literature need not conclude so (un)wisely The 
students' innate urge to reread might have survived if I had "produc[ed] 
a perforated, elliptical, drifting, skidding discourse" instead of a fixed, 
authoritative interpretation (Barthes 1986, p. 177). An enigmatic text— 
and all texts are in some degree enigmatic — calls for an inconclusive 
reading, which protects both text and literature class from the i>,fFci ts 
of professorial authority Even if I have to feign confusion, my smdents 
gain interpretive resiliency which makes them more involved with the 
text— dialogic partners in the critical enterprise. If "Porphyria's Lover" 
were either too accommodating or too vagrant, it would not produce 
an active reader — one who wishes, according to Wolfgang Iser, to avoid 
the extreme reactions of "boredom and overstrain" (1974, p. 275), 
which halt reading altogether. Although "Porphyria's Lover" is one of 
Browning's most accessible works because of its grotesque sensation- 
alism and relatively simple style, the poem has a will that defies 
imerpretive strangulation. 

The students who disliked the way I had dispatched the text preferred 
to have it on their own terms. My unwillingness to relinquish "Por- 
phyria's Lover" diminished the poem, yet its status as a "classic" made 
me reluctant to open it to multiple interpretation. The fact that I had 
paid a high academic price to own the poem was not my students' 
concern. In their minds my strength as a specialist in Browning's poetry 
weakened me as a teacher; hubris and selfishness had slipped into the 
classroom behind a cloud of scholariy authority We were, together, 
performing a self-reflective, bermeneutic version of "Porphyria's Lover." 

With better planning I might have focused the class's attend ''nn on 
several ways that the poem prescribes such a performance. The manner 
in which Porphyria and her lover deal with each other and understand 
their situation mirrors what may happen in the teaching of literature, 
particulariy as the teacher gains in experience and age. Students being 
introduced to literary analysis need to understand meaning to be the 
product not only of one reading but also of a seaucnce of multiple 
(mis)readings. Teaching becomes less coercive when discussions of 
"Porphyria's Lover" reflect the exercise of power both inside and 
outside the text. Instead of the helplessnes.*: and auger my students 
experienced in relating to the poem and to my reading, they might 
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have enthusiastically shared the lover*s tensions between knowledge 
and uncertainty while "liv[ing], from the inside, in a certain identity 
with the work and the work alone'' (Poulet 1972, p. 62). Such an 
interprelive communion does not prevent a strangulation like that 
depicted in "Porphyria's Lover,'' but the text's, and reader's, "deaths" 
would be comparably inconclusive. The poem's design, its ^'utmost 
will" (1. 53) to be read, matches an interpreter's aim to enter the 
perpetually recreative aesthetic life. Only a diminished capacity for 
reading, a failure of will, my students were telling me, could truly put 
an end to "Porphyria's l over" 

One way to lead students beyond dead-end explication and the 
resultant death of the text is to highlight the interpretive process itself, 
showing that confidence and frustration collaborate in critical reading. 
By proposing that "Porphyria's Lover" allegorizes reading, an instructor 
can present texticidal interpretation as the easy way out — a side-stepping 
of what may seem to be unnecessary complication, methodological 
baggage. Initially, students who are beginning to learn about the 
importance of literature and how to read it think that teachers make 
complicated what is really simple and easy. Close analysis is not, 
students tell us, fair to the author or to the text: such analysis takes 
advantage of a defenseless text, an absent author. They see critics, 
frustrated that literature has the first word, needing themselves to have 
the final word to establish their own authority and worth. 

Changing such students' attitudes toward the function of criticism, 
when "of reading as a noble intellectual exercvse they know little or 
nothing" (Thoreau 1971 [1854], p. 104), involves indicating that a 
poem as easily read as "Porphyria's Lover'* nonetheless resists the 
interpreter's arrogance and power. Browning's text encourages readers 
to see themselves as soulmates of his ideal poets, the "Makers-see" 
{Sordello 3.928). But it also disappoints, not because of artistic inad- 
equacies but because of its indeterminacies, which impel an instructor 
to consider other critical methods instead of claiming to have finished 
the reading(s). 

English professors will always teach reluctant students. If reluctance 
manifests itself as silence, the teacher can encourage students to 
articulate whatever they have mastered, regardless of apparent 
(in)significance, by imagining aloud what they might say Causing them 
to put words in their own mouths may prime them to articulate, and 
then revise, their reading. If reluctance is the result of the need to own 
the poem absolutely, the instructor can demonstrate that interpretive 
disagreements arc what decide literariness — that the classics of literature 
tend to be wanton and are never really owned by anyone. Disputes 
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(even anticipated ones) over interpretive rights thus supplant the need 
for absolute certitude, both embracing and dispatching contraries, so 
that the educational process can go forward. 

Yet another way of bringing indeterminacy into the classroom is to 
have students read the poem aloud. If I read the poem aloud at the 
beginning of a class, I own it vocally But if I let students read it too, 
or, perhaps better, first, I illustrate the potential multiplicity of meaning. 
Students who impersonate Porphyria's lover sound themselves as well 
as re-sound figures of speech (their own and the text's). If a blind- 
mouthed pupil reads, the poem may seem to suflTer—but wise students 
will prepare the text for reading. Oral reading also underscores the 
diversity of our skills as readers and listeners. Interpretation is a 
necessarily intrusive voice, without which "Porphyria's Lover" is dumb. 
Simon Petch miscalculates the importance of readers' being able to 
''see rhyme and verse-form as well as hear intonation and 
rhythm, . . . formal devices [that] often function as comments on what 
is being said" (1984-85, p. 38). But just because the lover's "voice 
reads its meaning into hers [Porphyria's]," we who use our eyes and 
ears are not deterred from "imposing [our] own voice[s] on Browning's 
poem" (p. 42). A mature reader's voice differs from the lover's, whose 
puerility is not only more conspicuous but also louder when "Porphy- 
ria's Lover" is something to talk over, literally and figuratively 

The quality of this oral performance depends upon the reader's 
ability to read ahead— to preview the poem's structure. The lover's 
impatience becomes more pronounced when a reader's voice stresses 
the anaphoric and conjunctive and \ in the first twenty-five lines so 
that they counterpoint the iambs; the insistent repetition conveys the 
^yatchful protagonist's disturbed emotions. A student bent on "recita- 
tion" may contrive for the lover an otherwise unavailable voice and 
thereby raise the volume of "Porphyria's Lover," which "exists most 
potently as an interplay of voices" (Petch, p. 42). Moreover, alert to 
accentual punctuation, an oral reader can modulate the lover's confident 
intentions by lengthening the pauses in the discourse. For instance, an 
intervening comma at the climactic moment of strangulation, "Three 
times her little throat around, / And strangled her" (11. 40-41), 
complicates the event; it no longer seems quite so inevitable or horrible, 
but rather accidental, wistful, or playful. Porphyria's immunity, caught 
in the reassuring chiasmus— "No pain felt she; / I am quite sure she 
felt no pain" (11. 41-42)— tranquilizes the lover but also sharpens his 
disappointment. These equivocations, less evident in a silent reading, 
emerge when a reader voices the lines. As Roland Barthes says, "In 
the U!xt, only the reader speaks" (1974, p. 151). From this we hope 
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students learn that when a reader speaks, not only the text listens, and 
that when the instructor **has not said a word" (1, 60), their mixed 
anxiety and enthusiasm are precisely what a literary performance 
demands. 

The situation depicted in 'Torphyria's Lover" is analogous to the 
situation an interpreter faces in determining the '^meaning" of a text. 
Always intertextual — always oiiginating from a rich literary and ex- 
periential world— a text (like Porphyria) glides into the life of an 
attentive reader who wants to dominate it by inferring its "utmost 
will" and who expects the poem's vitality to depend on interpretive 
intervention. Moreover, the reader often seeks a sign that some higher 
consciousness (usually the creative author) monitors the process of 
mastery and revival. Just as Porphyria's and the lover's actions filter 
through the latter's wild imagination, so the poem occurs in a reader's 
mind, which tends toward similar eccentricity Every one of our readings 
strangles 'Torphyria's Lover" anew, as we forcefully consolidate its 
lines into *'one long yellow string" (1. 39); but we also suppose that 
the text's virtual intelligibility flatters our self-images, thus satisfying a 
mutual **utmost will" to take in (that is, to involve, deceive, and 
consume) each other. Involved in a responsive reading, a text xaw^ 
remain somewhat mysterious, only "murmuring" (1. 21) to si nify \\i 
deepest alliance with criticism. The loving reader frequently has to 
suflfer the intellectual and emotional indignity of being treated as a 
sulking, selfish juvenile in whom the text's surprises prompt new 
maturity. 

The process of critical reading, a rite of passage through liaisons 
dangereuses Xov/avd a coveted jouissance, gains some measure of control 
over a text, but for 'Torphyria's Lover" or any work to survive, the 
text must continue to perplex — just as the worid of the poem perplexes 
the narrator, who is unable to know whether his actions have God's 
concurrence, indifference, or condemnation. Without some such con- 
ception cf literary analysis as perpetual, students are likely to consider 
the practice mystifying and the results arbitrary, or vice versa. But if 
the teacher makes a point of periodically noting aspects of texts that 
mark them as interpretable or that replicate interpretive procedures, 
critical inquiry as a varied, rehabilitating activity becomes possible. 

Interpretations of 'Torphyria's Lover" that extrapolate from its first 
five lines what will happen in the other fifty-five lines finish the poem's 
and the reader's work prematurely However, if a reader studies the 
lover's emotional turmoil as carefully as the lover listens to the storm 
outside his cottage, Porphyria's murder is not so predictable. Our first 
sympathises )ught to be with the lover (as a heartbroken listener to an 
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outrageous storm). When we consider the lover more pathetic than 
psychotic, the poem appears less controllable and his actions less 
culpable. But because mastery preoccupies the typical critic, Porphyria 
must die to secure interpretation. Nevertheless, if Porphyria not only 
dies but also revives at the hands of her lover, at most only half the 
poem's action is credible as an instance of rough sex turned homicide. 
Fotheringham explains the whole episode as "a romance of pas- 
sion . . . [taking] place only among the wild motions of a lover's brain" 
(1887, p. 152). How justifiable, then, is moral outrage if we take "only 
a madman's word that there was a crime and that it was committed 
in such a way" (Gridley 1972, p. 56)? However, an inability to differ- 
entiate actuality from hallucination, like the chronic problem of dis- 
tinguishing between literal and figurative meaning, need not deter 
further reading. A class bent on testing interpr^nive strategies will not 
sunender just yet to aporia, if the instructor has other ways of making 
students throw up their hands when they reach an impasse. Has the 
course of critical reading ever run smoothly? 

Perhaps a few students will welcome the chance to show that 
Porphyria remains thoroughly in charge of the situation, which only 
seems to portray psychopathic reprisal for her ''struggling passion" (I. 
23). The lover presumes to rewrite her character, yet he cannot withstand 
her allure. Even after her strangulation he fears her "utmost will," 
which keeps him guessing. He considers her eyelids "a shut bud that 
holds a bee," which he "warily oped" (11. 43-44) be:ause even "dead" 
she has the power to retaliate; however. Browning makes the duplicitous 
syntax (a simile that confuses manner and identity) suggest that the 
lover is that "shut bud" with Porphyria buzzing in his head. Closed of 
mind and chauvinistic, he cannot match her subtlety, which outstrips 
his rage for control in this "study in fetishistic pseudosex" (Crowell 
1972, p. 80). Committed to a maddening love, the lover celebrates yet 
fears Porphyria's happy, painless death. His love of Porphyria keeps 
him possessed; and his desperate attempt to become a god fails: he is 
more hers than she is his. He both does and docs not want to be the 
love of her "smiling rosy little head" (I. 52), in a travesty of that 
"moment, one and infinite" ("By the Fire-Side" I 181), when Brown- 
ing's better lovers, being most unselfish, find mutual fulfillment. Like 
a child, Porphyria's lover sees her hair as "yellow" (IL 18, 20), not 
golden, flaxen, or blonde, as he would had he a more mature mind 
and vocabulary. As a (s)mothering femme fatale who must handle a 
callow lover. Porphyria knows best that, in bringing him up, her erotic 
mirth depends on their make-believe. If, by feigning a little death and 
resurrection, she can enhance her lover's self-image, so much the better 
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in raising his enthusiasm for being licr demon lover, ihe demanding 
subject of her ''utmost will.'' 

The poem's obliquities seem to have given Browning pause, too; 
perhaps he, as much as the speaker, ''debated what to do" (1. 35) when 
Porphyria's sexual initiative challenges her slumped, short lover (she 
has to stoop for his cheek to rest on her bare shoulder) to prove his 
"love of her" is not entirely "in vain" (1. 29). Regardless of whether 
the lover's actions constitute murder or fantasy, a Victorian poet even 
a little squeamish about the prospect of fully representing a sexual 
encounter beyond line 35 must have seen Porphyria's death and revival 
as a suitable euphemism to keep his poem alive and, ironically, 
inoffensive. Today's students could conclude the episode more forth- 
rightly, but their own discretion will usually prevent them from ad- 
dressing eroticism directly. What they cannot say any better than 
Browning confirms that moral and aesthetic values still connect their 
generation with the Victorians; this also illustrates E. D, Hirsch's 
distinction between intrinsic "textual meaning in and for itself" and 
extrinsic "significance" (or relevance) as a guide in basic literary 
education (1967, p, 21 1). Furthermore, students who think that authors 
have ready answers to interpretive questions will find intriguing Brown- 
ing's indecision about his poem's main character. The title, changed 
from "Porphyria" to one of two "Madhouse Cells" (with "Johannes 
Agricola") and finally to "Porphyria's Lover" (DeVane 1955, p. 125), 
ought to oWqv a class its first clue about the poem's primary focus, but 
from the outset Browning's erasures diversify reading. "Porphyria's 
Lover," like any text under revision, dispatches authority, first its author's 
and then its readers'; Browning "declined to play God" (Petch, p. 43), 
and readers inherit the troublesome task of properly disposing of the 
poem to grant its "darling one wish [to] be heard" (1. 57). 

The relationship between Porphyria and her lover constitutes every 
reading activity, which whether for information or pleasure involves 
the reader's incompleteness, augmented and alleviated by the text. The 
ideal situation, then, is our bcii;g sufliciently satisfied by canny reactions 
to "Porphyria's Lover," but also feeling tliat its cleverness, and ours, is 
a safeguard against the possibility of a final reading. Just as Porphyria's 
indeterminacy confounds her inexperienced lover, the poem prevents 
us from exhausting its meaning(s) and stifling critical potential. Student 
readers mature when they develop a healthy mistrust of a confessional 
text and are prepared "to collaborate in the production of [the author's] 
work" (Sartre 1975, p. 40). "Porphyria's Lover" is, on one level, so 
easily understood that it can become unreadable — an academic exercise, 
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with its students either victims or deferential lovers of the need for 
(un)critical closure. Whether Porphyria or her lover teaches the other 
a more enduring lesson is unclear from the text, but students of the 
poem's counterpoises learn that having the last v^ord is the most mortal 
sin in literary scripture. 
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14 Reading "Life in the Iron-MUls" 
Contextually: A Key to Rebecca 
Harding Davis's Fiction 



Jane Atteridge Rose 



Jane Atteridge Rose is an assistant professor a Georgia College, 
in Milledgeville, Georgia— a senior comprehensive college within 
the state system. At this institution she carries a full load of 
courses that includes composition, American literature, modern 
fiction, and black literature. She also coaches the debate team. 
Although she does not teach women's literature, she sees herself 
as a feminist scholar, for feminist theor. informs all her teaching. 
The essay included here combines topics from both Summer 
Institutes, for it "applies the contextual theories of Tompkins and 
the feminist theories of Gilbert and Gubar in a reading of practical 
criticism."" 

Prior to this year. Professor Rose taught for seven years at the 
University of Georgia, i^rst as a teaching assistant and then as an 
instructor. While working on her Ph.D. in American literature at 
this large state university, she taught freshman and sophomore 
core courses in English, particularly computer*ass.sted composi- 
tion. 

Critical awareness, according to Professor Rose, "is nowhere 
more necessary than in small colleges with limited course offer- 
ings." She believes that "when there is not much latitude for text 
selection, a great deal can be accomplished by approaching stand- 
ard texts with new awareness— by calling old assumptions into 
question." Professor Rose is currently writing a volume on Rebecca 
Harding Davis for the Twayne United States Authors Series, 

In April of 1861, when the American political consciousness was shaken 
to its foundations by rhe attack on Fort Sumter, the American literary 
consciousness was shaken by the publication of Rebecca Harding Davis's 
*'Life in the Iron-Mills'' in the Atlantic Monthly. Davis's story still 
fascinates readers today It finds its way into a variety of college courses: 
in history courses it is read as a treatment of American industrial 
conditions; in literature courses it is read as an example of early 
naturalistic realism; in women's studies courses it is read as the work 
of a female literary imagination; and in cultural studies courses it is 
read as a perspective on marginalized Americans. 
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Despite its presence in these various curricula, however, neither the 
work nor it* author have found full acceptance in the literary com- 
munity. This is true particularly of traditional literary historians, but 
also, to a certain extent, of feminist critics. 

Traditionally, literary historians have noted Davis's precocious re- 
alism, comparing her to the later Emile Zola. They point with admi- 
ration to passages in "Iron-Mills" such as one in which <he narrator 
says to the reader, "Hide your disgust, take no heed to your clean 
clothes, and come right down with me,— here, into the thickest of the 
fog and mud and foul elfluvia." However, they have then dismissed 
her work as too flawed to warrant serious critical attention, noting that 
passages like the above conclude with the sentimental assertion that 
"there is a secret underlying sympathy between that story and this day 
with its impure fog and thwarted sunshine" (p. 13). T/w Literary 
History of the United States (1946) accurately represents this attitude, 
stating that "unfortunately the faults of melodrama and didacticism 
mar even the best" of Davis's realism (1:881). 

Since Tillie Olsen's insightful biographical inten.)retation in the 
Feminist Press edition of "Iron-Mills" In 1972, Davis's story has also 
been studied as an imaginative reworking of the author's experience 
as a woman. Although "Iron-Mills" gained new life as a literary text 
with this recovery, it has continued to stimulate surprisingly little 
feminist scholarship. Critical inattention here suggests that viewed from 
a feminist perspective, as from a realistic one, Davis's work often 
disappoints. Perhaps feminists are put off by her development of male 
and female characters with conventional gender-specific attributes. She 
tends to cast males in the role of heroic self-realization and to assign 
females to sacrificial redemptive roles, as she docs in "Iron-Mills" with 
Hugh Wolfe, the alienated artist, and his pitifully deformed cousin, 
Deborah Wolfe. Or perhaps Davis's tendency to focus on men in male 
situations casts her as a male manque in the eyes of some female 
readers.' 

Granted, Davis's fiction is not flawless realism, and granted, it is not 
uncompromised feminism. The impediment to productive reading, 
however, is no: as much Davis's work as the perspectives we have 
brought to it. Contemporary critical reception of Davis's work indicates 
that, in her own day, her efforts toward realism and toward a liberal 
vision of womanhood were considered advanced. Today, however, she 
seems very much a woman of her time. For this reason, her texts really 
open to us only when we understand them in the context of the culture 
that shPDPd both the author and her fiction.- For productive reading 
of Davis's work, the most important cultural influence to be aware of 



1 Q-^ 



Reading "Life in the Iron-Mills'" Contexmally 



is the ideology of domesticity — actually a composite of four belief 
systems: the doctrine of gender spheres, idealism, sentimentalism, and 
evangelicalism. 

The Ideology of Domesticity 

Understanding of nineteenth-ceniur>' domesticity begins with the doc- 
trine of gender spheres: the codification of the head-and-heart dichotomy 
as gender-linked attributes. Historically, the industrial revolution further 
entrenched the separation of spheres. Women, remaining in homes that 
were no longer productive in order to care for children, abandoned 
their economic roles. But as the relativity and materialism of the 
marketplace became the world of men, the perpetuation of morality 
fell to women. 

Associated with the doctrine of gender spheres were idealism, sen- 
timentalism, and evangelicalism. Idealism, which led fiction writers to 
use fact as an inductive approach to spiritual mystery, caused women 
to perceive of their role and their sphere typologically. Like Christ, 
their self-sacrifice was redemptive; like heaven, their home was a haven 
of loving peace. Related to idealism was sentimentalism, with its vision 
of a benevolent God. The supremacy of Icve as the definition of the 
Godhead was a primary force behind the elevation of woman in the 
nineteenth century; hers was the affective domain of loving. Sentimen- 
talism, with its stress on the demonstration of love through self-sacrifice 
and on the social benefits of altruistic cooperation, was the antithesis 
of romanticism *s defiant egoism. A sentimentalized vision of domesticity 
also provided a way to view female self-abnegation as messianic. 

Idealism and sentimentalism, which confirmed the affinity between 
ChriSiian and feminine values, also led to an optimistic faith in the 
eventual success of both. This millennial vision of social reform through 
spiritual transformation was evident in evangelicalism. Like other 
aspects of domestic ideology, evangelicalism, while it pervaded the 
culture, was experienced primarily by women. The only way that 
women writing within the web of these values could combine their 
multiple vocations as authors, women, and reformers was by writing 
moral fiction. As realism developed an aesthetic of objectivity, the genre 
became problematic for female writers who, with identities shaped by 
domestic ideology, saw themselves as preachers through fiction. Nine- 
teenth-century domesticity, while it limited female self-definition, also 
infused women with a sense of power. It provided the impetus behind 
both the temperance movement and the suffrage movement. Ironically, 
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while requiring that women accept their preordained place in society, 
domesticity also provided them with a mandate to reform it. 

When we read within the context of this value system, we find in 
**Iron-Mills" a new, rewarding dimension. The "flaws" in Davis's realism 
and the '^compromises" to her feminism reveal a complex imaginative 
response to the ideas and mores that shaped her world. Furthermore, 
approaching "Iron-Mills" as a text informed by nineteenth-century 
domestic ideology actually enriches our study of it as realism and 
feminism, revealing the tension between each of those sensibilities and 
her received domestic values. This perspective provides greater access 
to Davis's other works as well, since they, too, are strongly influenced 
by .'domestic ideology^ 

Responses to Domestic Ideology 

For what it reveals about a writing woman's various responses to 
domestic ideology, *iron-Mills" remains a valuable literary artifact. 
Like a great deal of Davis's fiction, her story of a coal miner's suicide 
illuminates a woman's perspective on nineteenth-century experience. 
"Iron-Mills" reveals four different ways that Davis as a female writer 
responded to domestic ideology: mediation, confrontation, ameliora- 
tion, and rationalization. She mediates gender limitations through her 
narrative strategies. She confronts the mores of domestic ideology in 
her female characters, who are either victimized by domesticity's false 
materia! values or empowered by its true spiritual ones. She ameliorates 
the crimes of society with plots that allegorize social reform through 
spiritual transformation. And, finally, she rationalizes her own thwarted 
and guilty ambitions in stories of 'Compromised artists. Domestic 
ideology, the most influential force in Davis's life, affected both how 
she wrote and what she wrote. 

Davis demonstrates many ways of mediating the limiting effect that 
the doctrine of gender spheres had on her natural literary expression. 
Domesticity and alism, the two sensibilities shaping Davis's texts, 
were distinctly gender-associated and traditionally incompatible. Women 
upheld the sentimentality that shaped domesticity, and men championed 
the objectivity that shaped realism. Born into a worldview premised 
on the total separation of gender spheres, Davis continually argues for 
a sensibility that contains both female and male attributes. The con- 
temporary writer Elizabeth Stuart Phelps describes Davis*s style in 
"Iron-Mills" in androgynous terms: "Her intensity was essentially 
feminine, but her grip was like that of a masculine hand" (p. 120).^ 
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In both the form and content of her fiction, Davis attempts to resolve 
this schism. For instance* Davis often creates a sexually ambiguous 
protagonist, as she does with Hugh Wolfe in "Iron-Mills." Wolfe has 

"a meek, woman's face In the mill he was known as one of the 

girUmen.*' They call him "Molly Wolfe'' (p. 24). Davis's male and 
female protagonists are always sexual anomalies in societies codified 
by gender distinction. 

Davis mediates gender coding in her narrative technique, which 
attempts to transcend female restrictions by acquiring male license, lb 
this end, she often assumes a masculine narrative voice, as she does in 
"Iron-Mills." Her narrator's sex is not designated in this tale; and 
therefore, particularly in 1861, it would be assumed to be masculine. 
Independence and freedom of movement, male prerogatives, enable 
the narrator to relate his "story of this old house into which I happen 
to come today" (p. 13). Clearly not one of the "masses of men, with 
dull, besotted faces bent to the ground," the narrator, nevertheless, is 
able to walk about freely in the ''air saturated with fog and grease and 
soot" (p. 12). A female narrator would have to explain her presence 
in this demimonde. The narrator ends his story with another statement 
that reflects the subtle kind of freedom that a man would assume but 
a woman could not. He offers no explanation for his behavior when 
he states, "The deep of the night is passing while I write" (p. 64). A 
female narrator would have to defend her sleepless night of writing 
and contemplation. She could not have told a story of sordid life in 
the iron mills without pulling the focus away from the story to explain 
her knowledge of it. 

In addition to the many ways that Davis mediates the limitations 
of gender codification by denying them, she occasionally mediates by 
emphasizing them. In her treatment of Hugh and Deborah Wolfe, the 
complementary protagonists of "Iron-Mills,'* she employs gender-spe- 
cific attributes to her own advantage. Bifurcating the role of the 
protagonist, she splits focus and significance between Hugh and Deb, 
assigning to each motives appropriate to his or her sex. While Hugh 
enacts the human need for freedom. Deb demonstrates the driving 
motive of love. Hugh enacts Davis^s dark deterministic vision and 
egoistic desire, while Deb asserts Davis's optimistic faith and self- 
sacrifice. The pessimism that shaped Davis's social criticism was con- 
sidered unacceptable in a woman. Her fiction did not elevate or 
ameliorate as much as readers thought a woman's should. Davis's 
strategy, therefore, was to split the central figure so that the part enacted 
by Hugh Wolfe could confront brutal reality while the part enacted by 
his cousin Deb could recognize hopeful spirituality Just ar> Davis creates 
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a male voice to tell her horrific story of life in the iron mills, she also 
creates Hugh, a male who has the ironic freedom to reject the world 
through suicide after voicing his despair that **all the world had gone 
wrong" (p. 51). 

But also shaping Davis's reformist vision is a traditionally feminine 
spiritual optimism. As in *'Iron-Mills," carriers of millennial hope in 
her work are usually women. Although Hugh is ostensibly the protag- 
onist of this story, the plot does not conclude with his suicide Rather, 
the narrator, trying to comprehend Deb's story, returns the focus to 
where it began, with Deb: **a soul filled with groping passionate love, 
heroic unselfishness, fierce jealousy" (p. 21). After Hugh's death for a 
crime which she had instigated. Deb is redeemed through the love of 
an old Quaker woman. The story ends not with the despair associated 
with the mills or the prison, which could be voiced acceptably only by 
a male, but with the optimistic vision of a Friends' meetinghouse, 
where Deb enjoys the fellowship of a loving community. 

This story's development of a male tragic hero also illuminates 
Davis's mediation of gender-based sensibilities. Hugh Wolfe's character 
suggests much about female Hterary imagination, although it is cam- 
ouflaged by several personas. The narrator's account of Hugh Wolfe is 
an attempt to understand the mystery embodied in his female image 
of the korl woman with "not one line of grace in it . . . the powerful 
limbs instinct with some one poignant longing" (p, 32). Davis projects 
her animus through a male narrator and a male protagonist and, further, 
through them into their shared anima-projection, the korl woman. It 
is this female object that communicates ^'something pure and beautiful, 
which might have been and was not: a hope, a talent, a love, over 
which the soul mourns" (p. 64). 

In addition to her narrative mediation of polarized gender sensibil- 
ities, Davis also confronts the influence of domestic values in various 
ways through her characters. When we examine her female characters, 
who are aflfccted by social definition just like their real-world counter- 
parts, we see still more clearly Davis's reaction to the mores of her 
society. While she endorses the power of sentimental domestic reform, 
she criticizes the intellectual and physical prohibitions within the 
woman's sphere. Her female characters either offer a critique of domestic 
mores as oppressive — like Deb, who is victimized by her femininity, 
or they provide a model of domestic ideals as empowering — like the 
old Quaker, whose quiet strength lies as much in her feminine wisdom 
as it does in her Christian faith. Often, like the writers of sentimental 
"woman's fiction " Davis makes symbolic emblems of her characters, 
as she does the redemptive Quaker and the redeemed Deb, giving her 
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plots the force of allegory. Yet, as in the case of Deb, she also manages 
to develop many of them as individual characters reacting to realistic 
situations. 

In the brutal world of immigrant laborers, Deborah Wolfe is clearly 
a victim* Davis uses her as an emblem of poweriessness: 

[Deb is] not an unfitting figure to crown the scene of hopeless 
discomfort and veiled crime: more fitting, if one looked deeper 
into the heart of things,— at her thwarted woman's form, her 
colorless life (p. 2 1 ) 

Compared to Hughes pretty friend Janey, who has that death-frail beauty 
so admired in the nineteenth century, Deb, who is '^deformed, almost 
a hunchback'' (p. 15), has a frailty that is only repulsive. Hugh loves 
and protects Janey; no one loves and protects Deb. The contrast of 
the two women confronts the reality that in the subtle and complex 
hierarchy of our ostensibly classless society, the bottom rung belongs 
to an ugly woman. Davis's depiction of deformed Deb's anguish to be 
loved underscores the objectification of all women. Looking at Deb's 
unloved face, the narrator broadens his contemplation to include all 
unloved women in a world that objectifies their value: 

One sees thai dead, vacant look steal sometimes over the rarest, 
finest of women's faces,— in the very midst, it may be, of their 
warmest summer's day; and then one can guess at the secret of 
intolerable solitude that Ues hid beneath the delicate laces and 
brilliant smile, (p. 22) 

The first appearance of Davis's most frequent emblem of female 
wisdom, the Quaker woman, is also instructive. Putting "her strong 
arm around Deborah" (p. 62), this unnamed "honely body, coarsely 
dressed in gray and white" (p. 61), involves herself in Deb's sordid 
world of poverty, crime, and death in order to bring comfort and solace 
to a stranger. But like Deb, this character also has the power of the 
real. Quaker women in Davis's fiction primarily assert strength of 
integrity and purpose. Their defiance of social norms challenges the 
false value of domesticity These women refute the popular belief that 
purity requires innocence, the assumption that most forcefully kept 
women within the protected limits of the home. 

Davis's subsequent fiction contains many other images of the nine- 
teenth-century woman confronting her socia. condition. Many of her 
later female protagonists register some degree of discontent with the 
restrictions of domesticity (see "The Wife's Story;" "Anne," Margret 
Howtfi and U'iiiling for the Verdict), Capable, intelligent, energetic 
women in Davis's fiction are frustrat^^d by their limitations, humiliated 
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by their dependency, and angry at their decorative uselessness. However, 
her women often champion the sentimental ideals of domesticity. Thus, 
we see in Davis's characters' confrontation with society the same split 
attitude toward their domestic context that we see illustrated in other 
aspects of her writing. 

"Iron-Mills" further typifies Davis's fiction in that it articulates many 
goals of nineteenth-century social reform. Asserting feminine attributes 
like loving self-abnegation and spiritual purity as Christian ideals, 
domestic ideology encouraged women to perceive their role as messianic. 
Like the Quaker in "Iron-Mills," who intrudes herself into the jail, the 
defense of feminized Christianity often placed women at odds with 
social and institutional values. Real personalities who were acquain- 
tances of Davis, like Lucretia Mott, Frances Willard, and Catharine 
Beecher, were all impelled by this force in a variety of directions.' 
Domestic reformers maintained a typological perception of the domestic 
sphere which affirmed faith in their power to ameliorate social ills. 
Home and family were believed to be the earthly manifestation of 
heaven and loving connectedness. For Davis and many of her contem- 
poraries sharing this vision, allegorical narratives were not inherently 
at odds with the principles of realism, particularly critical realism. She 
asserts her resolutions in "Iron-Mills" and elsewhere to be as realistic 
as her problems; it is just that her problems are actual, and her solutions 
are potential. 

As with the other aspects of domesticity in Davis's fiction, "Iron- 
Mills" illustrates her use of the ideology as a reformative plan. Like 
most of her other stories, it promotes affective femininity, sentimental 
theology, spiritual integrity, maternalism, and agrarian familial com- 
munities. The story is based on scenes of home and family, the topoi 
of domestic valuation. "Iron-Mills," which dwells on the power of both 
physical place and ideological institutions to affect the human spirit, 
begins in a home. It is "low, damp,— the earthen floor covered with 
green slimy moss,— a fetid air smothering the breath" (p. 16). Here 
human beings are forced to "breathe from infancy" only "vileness for 
soul and body" (p. 12). However, the Quaker community envisioned 
at the end aifirms society's ability to create for itself a positive 
environment in which the individual spirit can thrive. The fact that 
the external force of the Quaker's love, rather than any action of her 
own, saves Deb defines affection as the ultimate power of God's design. 
This transformation of domestic environments from the beginning of 
the tale to its conclusion outlines a scheme for social reform. 

After Hugh's suicide. Deb's concern with his burial place further 
reinforces the idea ihat a healthful atmosphere is necessary for the 
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human spirit as well as for the body. Deb, with her rather primitive 
sense of the grave as a final home, agonizes that the mill's slums, where 
Hugh has spent his life, will also be his eternal resting place. Her 
Quaker friend responds with assurances that humanity can build 
pastoral communities that replicate heaven and that answer the soul's 
needs. She promises to take Hugh's body to rest there: "Thee sees the 
hills, fiiend, over the river? Thee sees how the light lies warm there, 
and the winds of God blow all the day? I live there" (p. 62). As she 
tells Deb, 'Thee shall begin thy life again, — there in the hills,'' the 
Quaker also offers hope for rejuvenation within a healthful environment. 

Davis's narrator concludes "Iron-Mills" with a note of optimism by 
depicting an ideal home that is the antithesis of the "kennel-like rooms" 
that open the story. But like the opening, this setting is also a house: 

There is a homely pine house, on one of these hills, whose 
windows overlook broad, wooded slopes and clover-crimsoned 
meadows,— niched into the very place where the light is warmest, 
the air freest. It is the Friends' mccting-housc. (p. 63) 

"Iron-Mills" urges not the externa! reform of labor unions, but an 
internal, spiritual transformation, which asks society to structure itself 
on Christian, feminine ideals. Here, Davis bases her ameliorative vision 
on the woman's domestic sphere, asserting the home and family as 
emblems of ideal, sentimental human relationship. This domestic vision 
of social reform is her project in "Iron-Mills," and it continued to be 
her project throughout most of her career. 

A much more personal response to domestic ideology in Davis's 
fiction is her rationalization of egoistic artistic desire. For women, 
acceptance of the egoism implicit in artistic self-assertion was antithetical 
to the passive, self-abnegating service that defined femininity. If a writer 
like Davis denied her creativity, she willingly crippled her sensed 
potential; but if she denied her womanhood, she annihilated her sense 
of self. Davis quite typically alleviated the guilt and frustration inhereut 
in this double-bind by becoming her own worst enemy — creating 
fictional projections of herself as artist and then negating their power, 
punishing them, or having them recant their unacceptable artistic 
impulses. Her treatment of artists, or rather artists manque, offers a 
paradigm of ambivalence toward the female situation experienced by 
many intelligent, creative women in the nineteenth century. 

Davis's ambivalence toward her frustrated creative desire and her 
guilt about being a woman with this desire are nowhere more evident 
than in this story. Though male — a rationalization in itselt— Davis's 
first artist, Hugh Wolfe, articulates the frustration commonly experi- 
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enced by female artists. Oppressive external forces tliwart his devel- 
opment, silence his expression, and inhibit his self-comprehension. He 
sculpts in korl, an industrial waste product, and creates the massive 
figure of a woman. The image of the kor! woman is proof that 
compromised artists produce compromised art; 

Nothing remains to tell that the poor Welsh puddler once lived, 
but this figure of the mill-woman cut in korl. I have it here in a 
corner of my library. I keep it ad behind a curiain,— it is such 
a rough, ungainly thing. Yet there are about it touches, grand 
sweeps of outline, that show a master's hand. Sometimcs,--to- 
night, for instance, — the curtain is accidentally drawn back, and 
I see a bare arm stretched out imploringly in the darkness, and 
an eager, wolfish face watching mine: a wan, woeful face, through 
which the spirit of the dead korl-cuttcr looks out, with its thwarted 
life, its mighty hunger. Us .unfmished wosk. (p. 64) 

This scene powerfully illuminates Davis's guilty anxiety about the 
artist's role. The fictive narrator— a writer, an artist, and a musician- 
sits in the library amid such value-laden objects as "a broken figure of 
an angel pointing upward," a "dirty canary chirp[ingl desolately in a 
cage" (p. 12), and "a half-moulded child's head" (p. 65). Pondering 
the mystery of the sculpture, the narrator understands the "spirit of 
the dead kori-cutter." The statue of the kori woman, to which the 
narrator has fallen heir, is kept "in a corner of [the] library" in order 
to "keep it hid behind a curtain." But like any repressed desire, 
sometimes, at night, "the curtain is accidentally drawn back," and "its 
mighty hunger, its unfinished work" are painfully visible. 

While providing a rationale for Davis's own life, her artists also 
reveal the insidious power of ideology to limit potential. !n "Iron- 
Mills," Hugh Wolfe is frustrated by the inhumane economic forces that 
determine his inability to fulfill his creative desire. As a result, he fails 
in that his death causes his creation to remain incomplete and hidden. 
Creativity offers him no solace. Most of all, his statue fails him as 
communication. His korl woman is a puzzle to the mill officials who 
discover it— "some terrible problem lay in this woman's face, and 
troubled these men," but they could not solve that puzzle (p. 34). 
Furthermore, as expression stimulates greater comprehension, the stat- 
ue's full meaning remains outside her creator's ken also; all Wolfe can 
say is "she be hungry" (p. 33). Like the statue, Hugh Wolfe fails to 
satisfy his hunger, to use his power, to find his voice. He kills himself 
Davis's protagonist, like artists in all her stories and like those in the 
fiction of most other female writers of this period, «s a frustrated, 
unfulfilled failure. 
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An artist like her character, Rebecca Harding Davis, a woman in the 
nineteenth century, was forced to make choices that made inevitable 
some degree of frustration or failure. Like the statue of r.he korl woman, 
which seems to contain **the spirit of the dead korl-cutter,'' Davis's 
fiction remains as a valuable literary artifact to remind us, in her own 
words, of "Uhwarted life," **mighty hunger," and "unfinished work/' 
Like the narrator, for whom the story of Hugh and Deb Wolfe brings 
an enriched context of meaning to the statue of the korl woman, we 
also gain a richer appreciation of **Life in the Iron-Mills'* and all of 
Davis's writing by contextual reading. Like a great deal of Davis's 
fiction, this story of an inarticulate iron worker and a hunchbacked 
mill girl illuminates a woman's perspective on nir.eteenth-century 
experience. 

Domesticity, the ideology that shaped Davis's life, d^jtermined wom- 
en's proper sphere of influence in fiction just as it did in every other 
endeavor. Female writers like Davis, who aspired to the objectivity of 
realism or the creative autonomy of authorship, were impelled by deep- 
seated values to mediate these possibilities with more socially acceptable 
domestic perspectives, Davis personally attempted to free herself from 
the restrictions that the domestic spiiCre placed on the matter of her 
fiction by frequently appearing to focus on male subjects in male 
situations. Having accomplished an acceptable public voice, female 
authors, through their fictive alter egos, could confront the social mores 
of domesticity that oppressed women by offering alternative liberating 
visions. Women could also use their creative imaginations to ameliorate 
the crimes of a misdirected society by showing the possibilities of 
spiritual transformation. However, even when writing within their 
proper mode, many women were forced to develop narrali /e strategies 
by which to rationali/e their unfeminine perspective. Davis's stories of 
failed or frustrated artists reflect her need to integrate the values of 
domestic ideology with her own values as a woman and a writer. 
Contextual reading reveals that Rebecca Harding Davis was indeed a 
pioneer critical realist b^t that she was also in many ways a typical 
nineteenth-century woman, thoroughly enmeshed in the web of beliefs 
that comprised domestic ideology. 

Notes 

I. Gilbert and Gubar (1979) delinc males manqiws as Temale authors "who 
disguised their identities and, denying thcmiclvcs, produced most 
frequently a literature of bad faith and inauthenticity*' (p. 72). One 
further reason for this lack of attention is the frequent misattribution 
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to Davis of an anii-fcminisl diatribe. For proof of this error, see Eppard 
1975. 

2. For sympathetic and insightful inquiry into the values operating in 
middle-class nineteenth-century America and shaping its fiction, sec 
Tompkins 1985. 

3. These imaginative responses to domesticity's influence, first appearing 
in "Iron-Mills," resonate as motifs throueh the more than five hundred 
essays, stories, and novels that Davis wrote during her fifty-year career 
(for bibliography, see Rose 1990). 

4. In an essay published shortly after Davis's death in 1910, Phelps, an 
admirer of Davis, assesses the distinct quality that marks the best of 
Davis's fiction (p. 120). 

5. The Quaker Mott was a force in the abolition and suffrage movements. 
Willard was founder of the Women's Christian Temperance Union and 
coauthor of the femini.st biographical resource A Woman of the Century 
(1893). With the assistance of her sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Ca- 
tharine Beecher was the architect of home economics as an educational 
discipline* and coauthor of an influential nineteenth-century treatise, 
The A mericui Woman *s Home ( 1 869). 
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In the fall of 1989 Bobby Fong moved from Berea College, in 
Bei'ca, Kentucky, to become dean of arts and humanities at Hope 
College, in Holland, Michigan, His essay draws on his long tenure 
at Berea College, where he began teaching in 1978. Berea College 
is a small private four-year liberal arts institution that is distinctive 
in that it has no tuition, its students must fulfill a universal labor 
requirement (ten hours a week helping to maintain the institution), 
and its curriculum is specially focused on the southern Appala- 
chian mountain region. 

During the 1988-89 academic year. Professor Fong chaired the 
Department of English at Berea, which has a full-time faculty of 
fourteen and graduates fifteen to twenty majors each year. Typi- 
cally each semester he taught a writing course, a literature course, 
and a course in the college's general education sequence. During 
the January short term, he had the opportunity to offer a course 
that mirrored his training or current interests — in recent years, 
courses in American literary realism and naturalism, the American 
small town, Dickens, and Utopian literature. About his depart- 
ment, he notes, "We were a service departments but we oflercd a 
goodly variety of literature courses, and in recent years enrollment 
in those courses exploded.*' 

Professor Fong's essay developed from his response to the 
second Summer Institute as expressed in a letter exploring his 
concern over the difTerenccs between the responsibilities and 
demands of teaching in a research institution and those in a small 
college. One letter led to another, and then to the essay that 
follows. 

Questions of canon formation have enlarged our conception of what 
materials constitute the literary heritage of England and America. The 
work of feminist and ethnic scholars, the new-historicist emphasis on 
the social context of nonprivileged classes, and the renewed interest in 
the mimetic and political dimensions of texts have brought forward an 
immense body of works for serious consideration by teachers and 
students. But the very wealth of materials vying for places in the 
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curriculum has also created a crisis of evaluation. What deserves 
classroom time, and who decides? 

One attempt to answer these questions was the 1 988 Summer Institute 
for college teachers sponsored by the National Council of Teachers of 
English. The presentations by Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, and Henry 
Gates sparked animated discussions among participants as to how our 
teaching might incorporate the new scholarship on women and blacks. 
The occasion, however, led me back to basic pedagogical reality: the 
way in which individual teachers deal with questions of canon is heavily 
dependent on the institutional contexts in which they work. As a 
professor in a small private liberal arts college, my strategy for incor- 
porating the new scholarship must be different from that of Gilbert, 
Gubar, and Gates. They helped me think through some of the theoretical 
issues involved in canon formation, but given their affiliations with 
prestigious research universities, they could not know of the curricular 
constraints and opportunities that teaching at a small college entails 
and that necessarily bear upon the implementation of the new schol- 
arship. 

College professors, given their graduate training, have been exposed 
to the ethos of the research university. The reverse, however, is not 
true. Many of our most eminent scholars and critics have no professional 
acquaintance with the operations of a small college. And yet, even 
though the research universities, by virtue of their scholarly production, 
may set niuch of the agenda and tone for American higher education, 
they are relatively atypical of the majority of institutions that engage 
in undergraduate education. In the "Report on the 1983-84 Survey of 
the English Sample'' (1986), a study of the profession commissioned 
by the Association of Departments of English, Bettina Hube and Art 
Young make the following observations: 

1. Ph.D.-granting institutions account for only 6 percent of all 
English departments (p. 40). 

2. English programs in very small institutions, that is, with enroll- 
ments of fewer than 3,000 students, account for 58 percent of 
the college and university departments of English. Programs in 
small institutions, with enrollments between 3,000 and 10,999, 
account for another 20 percent (p. 41). 

3. The "typical" department of English offers no graduate program 
and has a regular (i.e., tenure and tenure-track) full-time faculty 
of five to eighteen members (p. 46). 

4. A large part of the "typicaP' department's instruction load involves 
lower-division writing and literature courses (p. 46). 
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While research scholars have led the way in thinking about issues of 
canon formation, the curricular implications of the debate are being 
worked out in arenas — the small colleges — in which university faculty 
may have little experience. It is here that a small-college teacher might 
contribute to the dialogue. Drawing from a decade's work at Berea 
College^ with its enrollment of 1,500 students and fourteen full-time 
English, speech, and theatre faculty engaged solely in baccalaureate 
education, I would like to discuss how particular strategies of canon 
formation reflect institutional structures and how the small colleges 
need to thinks about canon formation in ways distinctive to their own 
size and missions. 



Approaches to Canon Formation 

Jay B. Hubbeirs Who Are the Major American Writers? (1972) ex- 
emplifies one way of thinking about canon formation. Hubbell charts 
the opinions of influential writers and critics from the early American 
republic to the 1960s as to which authors they considered significant 
and likely to endure. In his very approach, Hubbell assumes the 
existence oi a largely unified literary establishment within which in- 
dividuals might disagree, but whose collective pronouncements regard- 
ing the "greats" has prescriptive force. Although the book demonstrates 
that the collective wisdon of one generation may be considered 
collective wrongheadedness by the next, and that reputations rise and 
fall according to the changing critical values brought to the works, 
Hubbell is basically sympathetic to this procedure: a species of voting 
for a literary Hall of Fame, certain members of which can be tossed 
out by the next cycle of electors. Indeed, Hubbell expresses dismay 
that modern anthologies of major American writers are apt to include 
too many authors (pp. 277-78), since this presumably debases the 
standard for greatness and evades the responsibility for making dis- 
tinctions. In sum, canon formation for Hubbell is a sort of *'top-down'' 
process, v here the most influential writers and critics of a generation 
effectively decide what is **major" and what is not. The desired result 
is a largely uniform — and short — list of authors and works that can be 
taught as the m^or tradition* The list can be revised by the next 
generation, but the procedure will be the same. 

A contrasting approach lo canon formation is found in the organi- 
zation of Paul Lauter's Reconstructing American Literature {19^3). The 
book is a collection of American literature course syllabi from teachers 
determined to incorporate recent scholarship on minorities and women. 
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Lauter and his contributors welcome the prolifemtion of materials with 
a claim to classroom time. The challenge is to accommodate a mul- 
tiplicity of literary traditions rather than to reduce all works to a single 
standard of greatness. Considerations should include the historical, 
social, and political significance of works as well as their aesthetic value. 
At the very least, this approach expands the dimensions of a single 
canon far beyond what Hubbell might imagine or approve. More 
ambitiously, it creates a number of alternative canons that can be 
organized by race or gender or region or class. At the extreme, it can 
eradicate the very notion of "canon" in favor of combinations of 
readings that differ from classroom to classroom depending on the 
interests of the instructor and the needs of the students. Lauter's 
collection is a "bottom-up" approach, where individual classroom 
experiments form a network of alternatives from which instructors can 
fashion their own courses of reading. 

Although these two procedures to canon foimation could be char- 
acterized as polar opposites of one another, they are really but two 
faces of literary study in the modern research university In Professing 
Literature (1987), an institutional history of literary studies in the 
American research university, Gerald Graff notes that from the outset, 
"the transmission of humanism and cultural tradition in the Matthew 
Arnold sense vas indeed the official goal of the literature department"' 
(p. 3), This humanistic tradition, I think, includes Jay Hubbell and the 
approach to canon formation which he represents. Moreover, note the 
academic and institutional credentials of the editors of the Norton, 
Macmillan, and Harper anthologies of literature. It is mainly research- 
oriented academics in the twentieth century who arbitrate the canonicUy 
of works through that most powerful of vehicles: the textbook anthology. 
Nonetheless, according to Graff, the humanistic goal of literary studies 
has always been undermined by the way that the modem university 
organizes these studies according to the field-coverage principle. Writes 
Graff, 

For reasons having to do equally with ensuring humanistic breadth 
and facilitating specialized research^ the literature department 
adopted the assumption that it would consider itself respectably 
staffed once it had amassed instructors competent to **cover" a 
more or less balanced spread of literary periods and genres, with 

a scattering of themes and special topics Its great advantage 

was to make the department and the curriculum virtually self- 
regulating. By assigning each instructor a commonly understood 
role — to cover a predefined period or field — the principle created 
a system in which the job of instruction could proceed as if on 
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automatic pilot, without the need for instructors to debate aims 
and methods, (pp. 6-7) 

This structure has compartmentalized learning and produced research 
that challenges the unitary tradition of knowledge. That Hubbell's 
notion of canon seems so dated testifies to the degree to which the 
very notion of a universal canon clashes with the specialized orientations 
of literary scholars. The vehemence with which the lack of a common 
cultural tradition has been bemoaned by critics such as Allan Bloom 
arises from a sense that the academy is organized about courses of 
study that make a common tradition impossible. At the same time, 
Graff writes, 

The second advantage of the field-coverage principle was to give 
the institution enormous flexibility in assimilating new ideas. 

subjects, and methods [IJnnovation even of a threatening kind 

could be welcomed by simply adding anolhcr unit to the aggregate 
of fields to be covered. It is only the field-coverage principle that 
explains how the literature department has managed to avoid 
incurring paralyzing clashes of ideology during a period when it 
has preserved much of its earlier traditional orientation while 
incorporating disruptive novelties such as contemporary literature, 
black studies, feminism, Marxism, and deconstruction. (p. 7) 

It is this aspect of the field-coverage principle that has troubled feminists 
and ethnic studies advocates. The university makes room for a new 
approach by adding courses, and not by integrating that approach into 
ongoing curricula. The effect is to marginalize the approach, minimize 
its potential impact, and when budget tightening comes, make courses 
embodying the approach among the first dropped from the catalog. 

Graff's institutional analysis of literary studies suggests how the 
procedures represented by both Hubbell and Lauter have been com- 
promised, in different ways, by the structure of the modern research 
university Whether one advocates a "top-down" or a "bottom-up" 
approach to canon formation, the field- coverage principle will frustrate 
attempts at coherence and discourage integration cf new knowledge 
across the literary curriculum. The organization of an educational 
institution can subsume and subvert the best intentions of scholars and 
critical movements. Attention, then, must be paid to how knowledge 
is organized in a curriculum, not just what knowledge is valuable to 
know and teach. 

Canon Formation at the Small College 

To the extent that colleges employ the field-coverage principle, they 
face problems similar to those in the research university. However, the 
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question of canon formation for college teachers is different from that 
for university faculty precisely because the scale of operations in a 
small college has usually made a pure field-coverage approach to 
curriculum impracticable. Graff himself acknowledges that his insti- 
tutional history of literary studies, ba^cd on the research university 
model, "does not do justice to the small-college experience'' (p. 2). In 
the remainder of this essay, I want to discuss three inteitwined questions: 

!• How does the size of the institution affect the way English 
departments at small colleges think about questions of curriculum 
and canon? 

2. What kinds of scholarship from English departments at research 
universities would most help smail*college teachers deil with the 
pedagogical implications of canon formation? 

3. What resources and alternatives available to English departments 
at small colleges can be brought to bear in incorporating new 
scholarship on women an4 minorities into the curriculum? 

The Consequences of Institutional Size 

In a small college, incorporating new scholarship is not ordinarily 
accomplished by simply adding a new course or even by an individual 
instructor introducing new works into existing courses. Characteristi- 
cally, if a new course is to be taught, an instructor needs to be released 
from an old one. If an existing course is to significantly change its 
emphasis, then the rest of the curriculum needs to be reconsidered by 
the entire department to ensure that what gets dropped is either covered 
elsewhere or is now deemed unimportant. In short, small-college 
instructors are less independent than are their university counterparts. 
These realities are dictated by the structures of the small college. First, 
hiring is enrollment-driven, and unless both departmental and insti- 
tutional enrollment are increasing, the odds are that a new position 
cann3t be easily found. (Given that the number of English majors has 
dropped nationally, and that most small colleges maintain a policy of 
steady-state enrollment in order to stay small, English faculties at such 
institutions do not normally expect to staff new courses by hiring.) 
Second, small-college English departments do not have the redundancy 
of offerings found at universities. This means that available courses are 
more closely articulated in order to assure the widest range of experi- 
ences for students. 

At large institutions, students gain a preliminary knowledge of, say, 
the Victorians through the sophomore English survey. Those interested 
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in the period might proceed to a class in the Victorian novel or poetry, 
or in Dickens or George Eliot. In their senior year, they might take 
seminars in "Women in Victorian England'' or the Pre-Raphaelites. At 
each point, there is comparative freedom for an individual instructor 
to fashion a classroom canon according to topic, critical orientation, 
personal taste, and current research interests. The need for inclusiveness 
is not a particularly important criterion for syllabus design because 
students have other opportunities, if they desire, to make up gaps in 
knowledge. 

This is not the case at most small colleges. At my own institution, 
whose literature program was praised by external university examiners 
as having an unusually rich offering of courses for a college its size, 
"Romantics and Victorians'' is a one-semesttr course taught every 
other year. A student interested in further study of the Victorians can 
take **Early English Novel'* (a survey from Defoe to Hardy), or arrange 
an independent study That's it. Furthermore, because my working- 
class students frequently have never heard of Matthew Arnold or 
William Thackeray before entering the courses, instructors must start 
with at least some of the chestnuts. Small-college teachers are thus 
constrained, by the limitations of curriculum and frequently the in- 
experience of their students, to continually confront the question of 
relative literary value. For example, if I had to construct a **local 
canon" of novels for a fourteen-week course on the eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century novel, what novels should be considered, and by 
what criteria should I do the gleaning? If I had to choose between an 
Alice Walker novel and one by Toni Morrison for a course in twentieth- 
century American literature, what criteria should I use? 

How University Scholars/Up Can Help the Small-College Teacher 

These questions of criteria, the aesthetic-historical-social-moral stan- 
dards of judgment, underlie any discussion of canon or syllabus. And 
it is here that college teachers most need the aid of their university 
counterparts. Mere lists of which works merit teaching are insufficient, 
for appeals to self-evident quality are not enough: teachers need to 
read and hear discussions as to the criteria by which other scholars 
and teachers make selections. On the one hand, HubbelPs book is 
valuable for its lists of what has been esteemed over time. On the other, 
it frustrates because it cannot, as a compilation of authoritative choices, 
detail the reasons and standards by which individual critics make one 
choice as opposed to another. In reading criticism and attending summer 
seminars, I have been struck by how university scholars reflexively 
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think about how a literary work relates to their writing, but college 
teachers necessarily think about how a literary work fits into their 
teaching. To be useful for us, theory needs to be grounded in pedagogical 
implications. My own desire is that research and writing in literature 
become more cognizant of the need to bridge the gap between cutting- 
edge scholarship and classroom pedagogy 

The new scholarship on literature by women and minorities makes 
itself felt on the small-college level through discussions of suggested 
readings and through anthologies. Reconstructing American Literature 
has been important to teachers because it suggests specific texts by 
minorities and women which can be found in print and which have 
been successfully incorporated into courses. Just as important, the 
works are embedded in discussions of syllabi that suggest some of the 
ways that the texts can be used to highlight one another. Moreover, an 
anthology like Gilbert and Gubar's Norton Anthology of Literature by 
Women not only makes available otherwise inaccessible texts but also 
provides a series of intertextual connections in its survey of women's 
literature in English. Teachers and students obtain from it a sense of 
continuity of concerns, themes, and forms from writer to writer. 

The Resources and Promise of the Small-College Experience 

No one can teach the whole of a reading list or anthology Each teacher 
necessarily picks and chooses from the wealth of selections, in effect 
creating a *Mocal canon" for a particular class. Nonetheless, small 
colleges which recognize the need to rethink the limits of older literary 
•traditions must do so in a more comprehensive way than universities 
have done because of the aforementioned need for teachers to coordinate 
their efforts. Lauter's "bottom-up" approach, while useful, is ultimately 
an inappropriate model for small-college curricular change because the 
unit of innovation in the small college is not the individual instructor 
but the department. On the one hand, the rethinking of an entire 
departmental curriculum is necessarily a slower process than simply 
introducing some new courses. On the other hand, there is less danger 
of new studies being marginalized the way they are in the university 
because the need for an articulated curriculum encourages an integration 
of materials across courses. Such coherence of learning is an objective 
more easily met Pt the small college than at the university because 
small-college teaching staffs are so much smaller. Faculty have to talk 
across specialties because at a small college you are likely to be the 
only person working in your specialty In addition, staffing needs at 
the small college typically require most faculty to rotate through the 
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gamut of courses offered. This generalist orientation, combined with 
small staff size and the need to maintain an articulated, coherent set 
of curricular offerings, means that canon formation becomes a corporate 
affair of the department, and the collective *1ocal canon'' that is 
developed reflects a departmental vision of literal > ^- ^iies, not only 
that of individual instructors. 

At the same time, the small co^lwge can avoid aiiuiner pitfall, the 
sense that whatever succeeds the traditional canon should itself be a 
unitary model for literary study across the nation. Recent anthologies 
of American literature have gone beyond the traditional readings to 
make room for Hisparic, Native American, Black, and Asian-American 
works. But despite the aim of such anthologies to expand the literary 
canon, they still share with Hubbell the sense that a single canon can 
serve all American readers. Moreover, the space accorded these new 
selections frequently allows for little more than snippets of these authors 
and works. By adding new materials to the old, they again run the 
danger of marginalizing the new. The small college, freed from the 
need to define a canon for the nation, often establishes what I have 
called a "local canon." A California college may well need a strong 
emphasis on Hispanic and Asian-American contributions to literature. 
A Mississippi institution needs to represent Black, women's, and 
Southern regional writing in its offerings. At my own institution, Berea 
College, where by charter 80 percent of the students are drawn from 
the Appalachian region and Kentucky, the English department offers 
a course in Appalachian literature as part of an institution-wide 
commitment to Appalachian studies. The institutional mission, the 
regional context, and student interest make such offerings a natural 
and even essential part of the curriculum. Even at small colleges which 
may lack an explicit institutional identity or regional commitment, the 
makeup of the student body may necessitate that a canon be customized 
for its needs. It is a commonplace that older notions of a unified 
literary tradition were based upon a student audience of upper-class 
white males, now only a small portion of the heterogeneous population 
pursuing higher education. At the same time, most small colleges draw 
from local areas, and the student bodies are generally homogeneous in 
background and preparation. It is generally more practicable in fash- 
ioning a local canon to address the particular student profile in terms 
of race, gender, and class than to encompass the heterogeneity of the 
entire nation. 

The majority of my students are the first in their families to attend 
college. My responsibility is to introduce them to mainstream ways of 
knowing and learning without suggesting that the worids from which 
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they come have no place in their future lives. Education means affirming 
the Appalachian past while preparing to live in New York. Literary 
canon making must encompass both the students' roots and their 
aspirations. This is why I have come to believe in local canons, 
customized for the particular college population that one serves. Such 
canons can only be designed by faculty on the scene. There can be no 
top-down prescription for local conditions, whether those unitary lists 
be conservative or progressive. 

At this point, I hope, the distinctive situation and promise of the 
small college is becoming clean Because it does not wholly share the 
field-coverage principle of research universities, because its structure 
compels community among its scholars, v\ho necessarily must serve as 
generalists to particular homogeneous student populations, the small 
college can be more coherent in its educational vision in the local area 
of its influence. With regard to canon formation, it may draw from 
but cannot limit itself to either top-down formulations of a uniform 
canonicity nor bottom-up strategies that depend on the autonomy of 
individual instructors. I see a middle ground between the two approaches 
to canon formation that may avoid both of their dangers. Literary 
humanism, which seeks to transcend particulars of the human situation 
to penetrate to univeisal norms, is too sweeping because it ignores the 
reality that we recognize our humanity only through particular lives 
mediated through particular cultures at particular times. In turn, literary 
egalitarianism, which emphasizes the individuality of works, instructors, 
and students, is too atomistic because it ignores the reality that we 
differentiate ourselves only by common reference to some community 
standard of values. In devis'ng local canons, the small college is able 
to create a community of readers without insisting that that community 
be a microcosm of the world. 

To read a canon, however, involves matters of theory and method- 
ology, not only content. Here too, I think, the small college has its 
own distinctive bent. Because we are necessarily generalists, I have 
found that colleagues at my own and similar institutions are more 
interested in the tools for interpretation provided by literary theories 
than in their ideology For example, of late the New Criticism has been 
derided for its treatment of texts apart from context, as if the play of 
words had no reference to historical or biographical reality But for 
college teachers, New Criticism is the method of reading that continues 
to be valuable, not, as some have suggested, because it allows them to 
deal with students devoid of a historical or social sense, but because 
the New Critical approach insists that one can begin to engage literature 
before one is an expert in the period or the author. Most students in 
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introductory literature courses do not go on to further work in literature, 
and very few proceed to graduate study. They need to feel empowered 
to avail themselves of literary texts without the intercession of author- 
ities. Their appreciation of a work is no doubt enriched by the historical 
and biographical contexts, but they should not expect to wait until 
they have those contexts before they begin to read. College teachers 
quickly become eclectic, mixing New Critical formalism, the affective 
fallacy (which we now privilege under reader-response theory), Marxist 
historicism, and psychoanalytic approaches to authorial intent. The 
result may be a nightmare to a theorist, but this flexible and eclectic 
approach permits the teacher to value the student's own knowledge 
while opening the doOi to new knowledge. 

These, then, are the contexts within which I see small-college teachers 
doing their work. As I have sought to demonstrate, these conditions 
influence how we approach literary study in general, and, in particular, 
how the question of who decides the canon might be resolved. Further, 
an understanding of these contexts, I hope, will help university scholars 
to more effectively address the needs of college teachers. The oppor- 
tunity, from the perspective of one who has been university-trained but 
who has professed literature in a small college for a decade, is that the 
small college represents a fertile field for the rethinking of canon and 
the teaching of^ literature precisely because it is so different from the 
university. ^ 
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i6 The Structuralist Community 
College Student in a 
Post-Structuralist Age 



Judy Arnold and Benjamin S. Howard 



Judy Arnold and Benjamin S. Howard both teach in the Roane 
State Community College system in Tennessee but at campuses 
fifty miles apart. At the Oak Ridge campus, Judy Arnold is an 
assistant professor of English, and at the Harriman campus, 
Benjamin Howard is a professor of English and German. Both 
teach within departments of humanities that house music, art, 
foreign languages, philosophy, and, of course, English, The cam- 
puses are similar in size (1,800-1,850 students). The two English 
departments together employ ten to twelve full-time faculty mem- 
bers, many of whom teach on both campuses. 

Professor Arnold teaches five courses each semester, including 
American literature surveys and composition sections. Before 
coming to Roane State in 1985, she taught for fourteen years a* 
the higli school level. Professor Howard began his career teaching 
German, but when foreign language study became optional he 
went back to graduate school in comparative literature, a field 
that allowed him to "tie together a number of interests.*' He has 
been at Roane State since 1972, teaching honors sections in 
English (composition and a two-semester survey of world litera- 
ture) and courses in German language and literature. 

Judy Arnold attended the 1987 Summer Institute and as a 
result was asked by her department chair to present an **inhouse 
workshop for English faculty in order to explain *what went on/ 
When the call for papers for this book went out, she showed it 
to Ben Howard, who had attended her workshop, and the result 
is the collaboratively written essay that follows. 

Teaching literature at a two-year college is a special challenge. Many 
students at these colleges do not enjoy reading and are therefore 
skeptical about the value of literature. Their reading and writing skills 
are, on the average, lower than those of their counterparts at four-year 
institutions,^ and their weakness in communications skills is accom- 
panied by a strong vocational orientation: according to one ACT Profile, 
their *'most typical planned educational major and first vocational 
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choice" is business and commerce; the second is health professions 
(ACT 1988-89). Yet there comes a time m the two-year college 
curriculum when all students, however poorly prepared or uninterested, 
have to read literature and have to write about what they have read. 
Literary analysis often perplexes these students, who, in turn, perplex 
their teachers. In this situation, does literary theory offer any help? 

Even though the heyday of structuralism is long past, our classroom 
expeiiences at Roane State Community College have encouraged us to 
recognize the po^'^ntial appeal structuralist analysis may have for the 
"resistant" stud^ nt of literature. In Ben Howard's composition class, 
one that emphasizes writing about literature, the students read and 
wrote about Frank O'Connor's "My Oedipus Complex." One of them, 
without ever having heard of structuralism, discovered a structural 
pattern that proved helpful in overcoming the class's initial resistance 
to studying this particular story. In Judy Arnold's American literature 
course, students read and discussed The Scarlet Letter and, approaching 
this work from a structuralist perspective, did not experience the usual 
initial aversion to the writings of Hawthorne. Based on these classroom 
experiences, we find that a structuralist approach has an inherent appeal 
to some resistant readers and can therefore be a useful pedagogical 
stratagem in the classroom, one that opens new possibilities to both 
students and teacher. 



^*My Oedipus Complex'' 

When Ben Howard taught the O'Connor piece, he wi.s impressed by 
a student who wrote an essay containing the germ of a structuralist 
interpretation of the work— even though she had never heard of 
structuralism. "My Oedipus Complex," a frequently anthologized story, 
lends itself to a psychological reading, but the title is, of course, ironic. 
Although the stages through which Larry, the main character, progresses 
appear to be textbook Freud, the reader senses that the mechanism at 
work is far too overt, too out-in-the-open, and that O'Connor must be 
poking fun at the Oedipal interpretation. In fact, it seems that Freud 
is not really the point at all; the point is the double perspective: the 
narrator does not understand as a child but does understand as an 
adult. The narrative is retrospective and reflective, a story told by a 
narrator looking back to his relationship to his mother, understanding 
now at least some of the humor implicit in the crises of those childhood 
days. 
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One of Howard's student readers, however, continued to read from 
the child's perspective and saw that for the child the world had two 
foci: the mother's bed and the child's bed. The story moved, as it were, 
from bed to bed. Here is the student's analysis: 

O'Connor has based the whole story around a bed scene. First, a 
little boy wants to get in bed with Mummy As long as he is able 
to do this, everything is good. Onee the little boy is rejected from 
the bed, the little boy behaves like a little boy Larry's actions are 
exactly the way you would expect a little boy to react. 

Finally O'Connor presents another scene. This is a scene of an 
adult man being ejected from Mummy's bed. O'Connor tells us 
that Daddy and son behave the same way when sent away from 
Mummy's bed because of someone else. They both act like little 
boys and get mad as helK However, they have the traditional 
model irain (that fathers have bought for years) to console 
themselves. 

Working from what the student wrote toward a deeper understanding, 
the instructor divided the story into three parts: (1) the boy's close 
relationship with his mother while his father is off at the war; (2) the 
boy's defeat and loneliness when his father returns from the war and 
resumes his place in the family and, of course, in the bed; and (3) the 
boy's new close relationship with the iather after the baby is born and 
both father and son are displaced from the mother's affections. 

This outline, and the student's reading, is the beginning of a 
structuralist reading that emphasizes the polarities and parallels illus- 
trated in Figure 1 . 

Larry's access to his mother's bed, and his subsequent loss of that 
access, represents a move from "Paradise" to "Paradise Lost." Larry 
sees his early-morning visits to his mother's bed as a daily ritual: waking 
early each morning, he puts a chr^ir under the window, climbs up, and 
looks out at the dawn; he then goes to his mother's room and climbs 
into her bed; he tells her his plans, or "schemes," for the day; he falls 
asleep, waking only when he hears his mother downstairs making 
breakfast. In later years he humorously notes that this ritual, performed 
daily while his father was away at the war, made the war "the most 
peaceful period of my life" (p, 283). Then the father returns and Larry 
can no longer come to his mother's bed. He has been ejected from 
paradise, and declares open warfare on his father. 

Then, in a transformation of the earlier pattern, Larry's father finds 
himself ejected from paradise, replaced by the new bah- ..onny Larry 
and his father become allies instead of enemies. In tact, one night 
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The Paradise Bed 



1 



No amount of effort 
on Larry's part can 
drive Father out of 
the Paradise bed* 



Larry has access to Paradise 
The story begins with Larry 
and Mummy in bed. 




Father ccmes home from the war 
and takes the bed, driving Larry 
out of Paradise. 



Exile — The Paradise Lost Bed 



The birth of Sonny drives Father 
from the Paradise bed. 



Larry and Father are reconciled 
in exile from Paradise. 



Figure 1. A structuralist diagram of the movements around the **Paradisc 
Bed'' and the '^Paradise Lost Bed'' in "My Oedipus Complex.'' 
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Larry wakes to find someone beside him in bed. For one "wild moment'* 
he imagines that it is Mother who has "come to her senses.'' But he 
hears the new baby "in convulsions" in the next room, and hears 
Mother saying, "There! There! There!" and realizes that it is his father 
lying awake beside him, breathing hard and "apparently mad as hell" 
(p. 295). The story ends with the formation of a new alliance; 

AAcr awhile it came to me what he was mad about. It was his 
turn now. After turning me out of the big bed» he had been turned 
out himself Mother had no consideration for anyone but that 
poisonous pup, Sonny I couldn't help feeling sorry for Father. I 
had been through it all myself, and even at that age I was 
magnanimous. I began to stroke him down and say: "There! 
There! There!" He wasn't exactly responsive. 

"Aren't you asleep either?" he snarled. 

"Ah, come on and put your arm around us» can't you?" I said, 
and he did, in a sort of way Gingerly, I suppose, is how you'd 
describe it. He was very bony but better than nothing. 

A\ Christmas he went out of his way to buy me a really nice 
model railway (p. 295) 

A structuralist would consider the ways in which the movements 
between the two scenes — the "Paradise" bed and the "Paradise Lost" 
bed — wcic foregrounded. And the inquiry might naturally proceed to 
the cause: what happened to cause the exile from paradise? The story's 
title forces us to think in Freudian terms: Larry is sexually attracted 
to his mother and experiences the father as rival. He is punished for 
his desire (by the superego?) and is denied paradise. The author plays 
with this pattern, undercutting it, as he follows his narrator's thought 
train as he wonders why his parents sleep together: 

It all seemed to hinge around that unhealthy habix of sleeping 
together, so I made a point of dropping into their bedroom and 
nosing around, talking to rnyself, so that they wouldn't know I 
was watching them, but they were never up to anything that I 
could sec. In the end it beat me. It seemed to depend on being 
g -own-up and giving people rings, and I realized I'd have to wait, 
(p. 311) 

The narrator announces directly that when he grows up he- will 
marry his mother and they will have "lots and lots of babies," and he 
believes his mother would be "relieved to know that one day Father's 
hold on her would be broken" (p. 311). Freud's view, that the son is 
attracted to the mother and is at war with the father, is played out 
literally, ironically, and humorously in the structure of the story. The 
student who discovered this structure had an interesting and valid 
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approach which led to a vigorous class discussion of the story's materials 
as they contributed to structure. 

The Scarlet Letter 

Knowing how a structuralist approach had enlivened Ben Howard's 
teaching of the O'Connor story, Judy Arnold decided to see what kind 
of discussion she could generate by deliberately introducing a struc- 
turalist interpretation of The Scarlet Letter, On the first day of class, 
she introduced standard topics— Hawthorne's use of irony, symbolism, 
and atmosphere. The students' response to this material was predictable: 
some had read the book, some had not; some were interested in the 
topics introduced, some were not. At the end of the session, Arnold 
noted that Hawthorne's novel had an interesting structure: twenty-four 
chapters divided neatly into three sections. As the class left the room, 
she noticed that several students were looking at the chapter and section 
divisions in the novel's table of contents. The mention of a structure — 
and, perhaps, particularly a symmetrical structure — seemed to give the 
students a way of approaching the novel. And what was particularly 
interesting to the teacher was that the students who were looking at 
the structure of the text as they left the room were not the same 
students who had participated in the cla.ss discussion. There seemed to 
be two groups: those who responded to conventional pedagogy and 
those who responded to structure. 

The teacher opened the next class period with a question: "In each 
of the three sections of the novel, what is the important focal point 
for the characters that is carried throughout the entire story?" The 
result was an interesting discussion of the three scaffold scenes. Moving 
from scene to scene, more students were engaged in the discussion 
than had been engaged in earlier discussions. This lively discussion led 
to a diagram (Fig. 2). 

As the discussion evolved, the teacher began to think like a struc- 
turalist while the students — now more comfortable in their understand- 
ing of Hawthorne's novel— began to identify with the characters and 
their feelings. It was at this point in the process that the instructor 
began to see parallel structures and polar oppositions that she had not 
seen so clearly before. In her earlier readings, she had found Hester 
strong during her ordeal on the scaffold, weak when she returned to 
the prison, and strong after her many years of suffering the effects of 
the scarlet letter. Further, Hester was stronger than Dimmesdale, and 
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The Scaffold 



I 

l*he sloi y opens with Hcslcr Pryiine 
SLM ving her sentence on the scaffold, 
holding her baby in her arms, 



Dimmesdale collapses and 
dies on the scaffold, 
uniting the **family" for 
one last time on earth. 



Weakened from her ordeal on the 
scaffold, Hester promises Chilling- 
worlh not to reveal his identity 



Dimmesdale's suffering leads him 
10 "The VigiP' at the scaffold. The 
"family" is united in ihc darkness. 



In the forest the light 
shines on *'the family*' 
as Hester and Dimmesdale 
make plans to leave. 



Hester, strong enough now to challenge 
Chillingworth and worried about 
Dimmesdale's weakened condition, tells 
Chillingworth that she plans 
to reveal the truth to Dimmesdale. 



Figure 1. A structuralist diagram resulting from a discussion of the scaffold 
scenes in The Scarlet Letter, 
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there was a reciprocal relationship between their strength: as Hester 
grew stronger, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth, grew weaker. All this 
had been clear to the instructor in earlier readings. 

Now, however, through a consideration of the novefs structure forced 
by discussion and diagram, the instructor discovered a different reading, 
one in which Hester, Pearl, and Dimmesdale came together as a family 
that was growing stronger— a fact that is announced to the town as 
Dimmesdale dies on the scaffold. Considering the novel's structure — 
Hester's growing strength, the "dimming'* of Dimmesdale, the ''chilling" 
of Chillingworth — the instructor was led to a perspective that one 
might call feminist, and she wondered what effect Sophia Peabody 
(Hawthorne's wife) might have had upon Hawthorne and the writing 
of the novel. At this point, a colleague recommended to the instructor 
David Lcverenz's article "Mrs. Hawthorne's Headache: Reading The 
Scarlet Letter,'' in which Leverenz argues that Hawthorne certainly had 
the potential to be an early feminist writer' 

As the instructor was discovering this new-to-her reading of The 
Scarlet lA^tten the students continued to focus on the feelings of Hester 
and of Dimmesdale. The last day of the unit brought with it one of 
those "shming moments" Eliot Wigginton describes in the Foxfire 
series. After the students had talked about the piiysical manifestations 
of Dimraesdale's mental anguish, they were asked to respond in their 
journals to this question: "Have you (or has someone you know) ever 
suffered so much mental anguish th*: you became physically ill?" The 
students wrote rapidly for ten minutes. The instructor then asked the 
students to think about a time they had felt the greatest mental anguish 
as a result of an event that had occurred in their lives. She asked the 
students to remember how they felt, and to hold on to that feeling — 
and then to imagine that this feeling lasted for se^en years. The room 
was absolutely quiet. Some students silently wept. "Now you know 
how Dimmesdale felt," the instructor said, and the class ended. 

The structuralist perspective had, almosi paiadoxically, led students 
to a deep, empathic reading of the novel being studied. Though not 
itself the point, the structuralist approach was the point of departure. 
For the instructor, the approach opened up a new reading of the novel. 
For the students, the approach seemed to offer comfort. They understood 
the novel's structure, and, when they found they understood this aspect 
of the novel, they decided they could think, talk, and write about other 
aspects of the novel, too. For these students, the structuralist approach 
was a useful first step, an apparently necessary precondition to the kind 
of reading we are hoping for: a deep, personal understanding of the 
universal elements in the fiction. 
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The Appeal of Structure 

How is it that a structuralist approach opens up Hterature to our 
normally resistant students? We believe that the answer lies both in the 
approach and in the special nature of our students. Students at two- 
year colleges have not often had rewarding experiences with literature, 
and they come to class expecting further distasteful encounters. More- 
over, they have diificulty in distinguishing between the literal and the 
figurative, and in their attempts to analyze literature often err in the 
direction of the literal These students enjoy their classes in the sciences 
and mathematics, because in these subjects they find structure. The 
structure in these subjects makes sense to them; they wonder why 
literature does not make sense in the same way. And, since most of 
the students are vocationally oriented, they see the reading of literature, 
this personally unrewarding struggle, as a waste of time because there 
is no apparent link between its subject and their highly specific 
educational goals. Perhaps for this reason, few students at Roane State 
major in English, and the brightest and best are most likely to choose 
areas of study other than English. Our experience suggests to us that 
these students, who find so much to admire in the apparent clarity of 
the sciences and mathematics, are natural structuralists looking to find 
the patterns of science in their literary studies. 

Given our particular set of students, most of whom are looking for 
something "solid,'' a structuralist approach has a number of attractive 
features. First, it is much more comfortable, much more at-home- 
seeming than post-structuralist theories of literary criticism. For our 
students, who need to believe in text before they can accept its unreality, 
the idea that the text is not *'there," central — a notion itself central in 
post-structuralist criticism — upsets their notions of study A structuralist 
approach is the least radical, most logocentric of the approaches since 
the New Criticism — and it is therefore the least threatening to the 
students' intuitive sense that the text is indeed there, an object to be 
studied. 

In addition, a structuralist approach calls for visual representation, 
and although we do not mean to link the visual and the structural too 
tightly, we have seen structural analysis produce meaningful diagrams 
that in turn engender meaning. For example, in discussing the characters 
in Arthur Miller's The Crucible, the instructor might diagram the 
characters by placing them in two columns: the accused and the accuser. 
Once this division has been made and made visual, the instructor could 
encourage the class to look for other patterns, perhaps those based on 
where the people live and/or their social status. Our students respond 
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to practically any visual presentation— even moments when the instruc- 
tor briefly uses the blackboard to illustrate a point. Most will, at these 
moments, take notes, feeling that something important is happening 
(as opposed to other times, when the instructor is lecturing or leading 
a discussion). An instructor informed by a structuralist approach 
provides a visual route to understanding— a chart, a pattern, the 
"science" that makes the language meaningful. 

That structuralism appeals to a particular type of thinking, the type 
of thinking that just might be characteristic of the "nonliterary" student, 
is suggested by Terry Eagleton (1983) in Literary Theory: An Introduc- 
tion. Eagleton traces the history of structuralism in America to the 
1950s, when American culture valued the "scientific" and it was felt 
that literature itself needed to become more like science. Eagleton cites 
Northrop Frye, who argued in 1957 that "criticism seems to be badly 
in need of a coordinating principle, a central hypothesis which, like 
the theory of evolution in biology, will see the phenomena it deals with 
as parts of a whole" (Eagleton, p. 16). Eagleton sums up Frye's position 
thus: "Literature was in a sorry unscientific mess and needed to be 
smartly tidied up" (p. 91). The subjective nature of literary criticism 
could be tidied up because literature itself was nbiective and systematic. 
Structuralists found their systems in the structural linguistics of Fer- 
dinand de Saussure, the formalism of Roman Jakobson, the semiotics 
of the Prague school, and the narratology of Gerard Genette— and thus 
moved literature into the realm of science (p. 96). Structuralism, as 
Eagleton puts it, "represents a remorseless demystificaiion of literature" 
(p. 106). Further, 

Loosely subjective talk was chastised by a criticism which rec- 
ognized that the literary work, like any other product of language. 
IS a construct, whose mechanisms could be classified and analysed 
like the objects of any other science. The Romantic prejudice that 
the poem, like a person, harboured a vital essence, a soul which 
it was discourteous to tamper with, was rudely unmasked as a 
bit of disguised theology, a superstitious tea:' of reasoned enquiry 
which made a fetish of literature and reinforced the authority of 
a "naturally" sensitive elite, (pp. 106-7) 

If our students were asked what they hated about literary study, they 
might respond in language that echoes Eagieton's. Many have known 
only the "subjective talk" of their teachers (" 'To Autumn' is a beautiful 
poem") and have resisted ("Why do 1 have to read this stuft"?"). 

We do not mean to suggest that a structuralist approach is a miracle 
cure— that it will convert the resistant student or rejuvenate the 
exhausted teacher. Wc do know from experience, however, that certain 
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classroom approaches are doomed from the outset. What does not 
work is to assign the conventional analysis of literature (theme, char- 
acter, plot, atmosphere) to two-year college students who would, on 
the whole, rather be studying, reading, doing something else. These 
students, and their counterparts at four-year colleges, can be brought 
to a point where they are willing to participate in literary analysis and 
can be confident of the value of their thoughts and insights that grow 
from this activity We find that a structuralist approach is one means 
of encouraging our students to be readers, and students, of literature. 

In considering a seventeenth-century sermon, Stanley Fish (1980) 
concludes that our lives are sequential, just like the life of the reading 
experience, just like the progress of the sermon, "proceeding from point 
to point, but in a progression that is not generating meaning but merely 
creating new spaces into which the meaning that is already there 
expands" (p. 193). Our thoughts about the literature we had been 
teaching for years were not new thoughts, but, through our new approach 
to the literature, we were "creating new spaces"~for our students and 
for ourselves. 



Notes: 

1. At four-year colleges and universities, students enrolled in courses 
considered developmental make up approximately one-fourth of the 
population; at two-year colleges, they represent almost half These figures 
are based on a memorandum from the chancellor of the State Board 
of Regents to members of the Committee on Academic Policies and 
Programs, and pertain therefore to the state of Tennessee. Because 
testing and placement vary among institutions, we do not want to use 
the actual percentages reported, but nonetheless believe that approxi- 
matelv is an accurate description here, and that what is true in Tennessee 
is generally true in other states. 

2. Lcverenz also discusses the Freudian aspects of the novel, mentioning 
' the Oedipal theme suggested by the two men (Dimmesdalc and Chil- 

lingv orth) in flight from a strong woman (p. 213). 
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Nancy Vogel 

Nancy Vogel is professor of English at Fort Hays State University 
which has an enrollment of 5,000 and is under the Kansas Board 
of Regents. One of fifteen full-time faculty m.^mbers in English, 
Professor Vogel teaches two composition courses and two literature 
courses each term. Her range includes courses in technical/ 
professional writing, the American dream, and pedagogy; her 
special interests are young adult literature, biography and auto- 
biography» and the poetry of Robert Frost. She is currently working 
on a book, tentatively titled The Anwrican Eve, which links the 
psychological developmental stages of women with characters in 
fiction. 

Professor Vogel spent the spring of 1988 as a fellow at Men- 
ninger in Topeka, Kansas, studying the relationship between 
psychology and literature. She read about the 1988 Summer 
Institute in the ADE Bulletin and wrote us to find out about any 
bibliographies that might have come out of the program as well 
as to find out about any other meetings on a similar theme: issues 
of gender and the canon. Her paper that follows is an extension 
of her interest in these issues. 

Given our growing awareness of gender differences in a democratic 
society that values equality, where do teachers of literature turn to 
construct a syllabus with readings of "comparable worth''? How can 
we create a syllabus that pairs male and female characters in similar 
situations in texts authored by writers of the same sex as their protag- 
onists, all this ideally in works composed somewhat contempora- 
neously? Several conditions make this balanced reading list difficult to 
achieve. 

First is the lack of easy access to writing by women. Even though 
women have always written, much of that writing has not survived. 
True, some of what has been saved is now beginning to appear in 
various volumes, but the loss of original texts and lack of published 
material present major difficulties. 

A second problem is the nature of the professoriate — overwhelmingly 
male, even though classes in English tend to enroll more women than 
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men. A predominantly male professoriate is not apt to be receptive to 
a gender-balanced syllabus. 

A third difficulty, perhaps psychological but certainly cultural, is that 
women tend not to paint the grand murals of life— the Iliad and the 
Odyssey — but seem more attracted to inner journeys — diaries and 
autobiographies. These genres are not valued by the culture generally 
and are therefore seldom included in the canon. 

Given the problems — the inaccessibility of texts, resistance by faculty, 
and the differing relationships among gender, subject, and genre — why 
even attempt to balance a syllabus in, say, an American literature 
course? As a recent occasional paper from the American Council of 
Learned Societies points out, "Developments in modern thought . , . have 
made us alert to what is left out when *the best that has been thought 
and written' is selected or when discussion focuses on *man' " (Levine 
et al. 1989, p. 16). The point that the directors of humanities centers 
make in the ACLS paper is also mine; 

We have learned to ask whether univeraalisi claims do not in fact 
promote as a norm the concerns c»f a particular group and set 
aside as partial or limited those of other groups. Characteristically 
in literary studies, for instance, a boy's experience of growing up 
has been deemed universal and a girl's marginal, (p, 16) 

In our teaching, in our reading lists, we cannot neglect valid cultural/ 
developmental differences between young men and young women. To 
expand the canon by including the work of women is to introduce a 
new perspective, to create diversity, and to make it easier to achieve 
one of the generally accepted aims of literary study: to expand, to 
liberate the imagination. Indeed, according to William Empson, "The 
central function of imaginative literature is to make you realize that 
other people act on moral convictions different from your own" (Levine 
et al. 1989, p. 16). The ACLS report continues, 

A particular virtue of literature, of history, of anthropology is 
instruction in otherness: vivid, compelling evidence of differences 
in cultures, mores, assumptions, values. At their best, these 
subjects make otherness palpable and make it comprehensible 
without reducing it to an inferior version of the same, as a 
universalizing humanism threatens to do. The dramatization of 
social and cultural pluralism is one of the major roles of humanistic 
study (p. 16) 

Because English courses are at the core of humanistic study, and because 
otherness and pluralism exist and are to be valued, we should try to 
balance our syllabi, Anne Bradstrcet, Emily Dickinson, Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, Adrienne Rich, and other poets have made such an impact that 
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finding comparable poems or poets is not too difficult, fiction and 
nonfiction, however, are another matter. 

According to Peggy Mcintosh at the Center for Research on Women 
at Wellesley College, there are five stages to transforming college 
curricula: 

In the first stage, women are nonexistent or totally excluded. The 
second stage examines only a famous few, while the experiences 
of most women remain invisible. 

Treating women as an **anomaly'' or a ''problem*' is the third 
stage. At this point, the focus begins to shift from the exceptional 
to everyday women, and questions are raised about who ''defines" 
history. In the next stage, women arc the sole subject matter and 
only their experiences are examined. 

The final phase represents "history redefined" to include both 

men and women Here, women are considered an integral part 

of history, but they are discussed as a heterogeneous group of 
individuals with different racial, ethnic, class, and sexual identi- 
fications. (McMillen 1987, p. A16) 

According to the Wellesley scale, many American literature classes are 
in stage two. Hardly a course exists in which either Anne Bradstrcet, 
Emily Dickinson, or Willa Cather is not discussed — the "famous few/* 
But before stage five can be reached— and reach it we must — we must 
read more women writers so that we can raise and discuss the question 
of who "defines" literature. At some schools, discussion has gone 
beyond this third stage and into the fourth stage, where women writers 
and their writings form the whole content of courses. The Norton 
Anthology of Literature by Women is one book tailored for just such 
a course. Yet this stage is not the ultimate one. Stage five, the 
transformation of courses, is the ideal.' In the pages that follow, I will 
suggest a strategy that may help us move closer to this ideal. 

Gender Differences in the American Novel 

What two novels can elicit a discussion of gender differences? Initially, 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) and Anne of Green Gables 
(1908) may seem an unlikely pairing separated by many years,^ but 
studied together, the books reveal the contrasting patterns of develop- 
ment for a young man and a young woman. Although Huck and Anne 
are orphans, their patterns of development highlight their differences 
in gender. Questions pointed to these gender diflbrences can help faculty 
and students see clearly the characters' different cultural patterns: 

1 . What arc the tasks of the youth? 
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2. What is the role of the mother? 

3. What is the role of the father? 

4. How is separation an issue? 

5. How difficult is individuation? 

6. Who values attachment? 

7. Who values what Harvard professor Carol Gilligan identifies as 
"separation, autonomy, individuation, and natural rights" (1982, 
p. 23)? 

8. What is the nature of commitment? 

9. What additional movement is necessary before the protagonists 
reach adulthood? 

If students write their answers to questions like these, they become 
aware of differences that previously many had ignored or accepted. 
And teachers reading these responses may find themselves viewing 
familiar texts from different perspectives. 

The growing-up process that results in individuation has different 
results for Anne and Huck because gender and cultural differences lead 
to different quests. Kathryn Zerbe (1988), a psychiatrist at the C. F. 
Menninger Memorial Hospital, explains that from ancient times, men's 
heroic quest has been to find their father. Women, on the other hand, 
have had a heroic quest to find a lover or have a baby. At some deep 
level, then, Huck is seeking a father and Anne a mate. At the conclusion 
of Anne of Green Gables. Gilbert Blythe, who has tolerated the antics 
of Anne for years, forgiven her for impudence beyond saociness, and, 
by today's standards, waited interminably long for her, gently but firmly 
admonishes Anne that the future will be theirs, together: "We were 
born to be good friends, Anne. You've thwarted destiny long enough. 
I know we can help each other in many ways." The book ends with 
Anne whispering, " 'God's in his heaven, all's right with the world' " 
(p. 240). That, as Joseph Campbell (1988) would say, is "bliss" (p. 
148). 

How is Huck's coming of age different? Having fled the home of 
Widow Douglas, Huck will flee Aunt Sally's, too. Huck's abusive and 
alcoholic father scares Huck so much that the young man fears for his 
life and runs away, stopping first at the island in the river, where he 
joins up with another runaway, Jim. When the book begins, Huck says, 
"I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead" (p. 8). Soon warmed 
by the prospect of a relationship with Jim, Huck says, "Well, I warn't 
long making him understand I warn't dead. I was ever so glad to see 
Jim. I warn't lonesome, now" (pp. 37-38). In a mysterious way, Jim 
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becomes a surrogate father, and life on the raft becomes Hfe with 
Father: **We said there warn't no home like a raft, after all. Other 
places do seem so cramped up and smothery, but a raft don't. You feel 
mighty free and easy and comfortable on a raft" (p. 95). Life together 
terminates near the deha when Jim becomes a free man, but Huck, 
having grown to know love as well as remorse under Jim's tutelage, 
now is free to seek his own identity. This good bad boy can search for 
his bliss somewhere beyond the covers of the book. Twain leaves Hack's 
potential latent, much as America once assumed America's to be, 
somewhere out in the wild blue yonder of the uncharted future. 

These differences in cultural patterns underhe other contrasts. At 
the end of Huckleberry Finn, Huck says, *i reckon I got to light out 
for the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she's going to 
adopt me and sivilize me and I can't stand it. I been there before" (p. 
226). The American hero, before Huck and after Huck, has wanted to 
"light out,'* to take off, just as America took off from Europe (the 
manor, the state, the church, and especially royalty). It is a pattern 
deep in the American (male) psyche: the search for freedom. Juxtapose 
with this the ending of Anne of Green Gables, where quite the opposite 
happens: the orphan stays with her adoptive mother and, upon reaching 
maturity, "adopts'* the ailing and lonely Marilla. 

Another major difference lies in the notion of friendship. Anne has 
a talent for making friends, and she comes to have one close friend, 
Diana Barry, Before she meets Diana, Anne asks Marilla if she thinks 
she will ever have a bosom friend on Prince Edward Island: 

A bosom friend — an intimate friend, you know — a really kindred 
spirit to whom I can confide my inmost soul. I've dreamed of 
meeting her all my life. I never really supposed I would, but so 
many of my loveliest dreams have come true all at once that 
perhaps this one will, too. Do you think it*s possible? (p. 46) 

Except for Tom Sawyer and his tomfoolery, Huck is a loner. His 
character fits what Gilligan (1982) identifies as the male developmental 
pattern: 

For boys and men» separation and individuation arc%critically lied 
to gender identity since separation from the mother is essential 
for the development of masculinity. For girls and women, issues 
of femininity or feminine identity do not depend on the achieve- 
ment of separation from the mother or on the progress of 
individuation. Since masculinity is defined through separation 
while femininity is defined through attachment, male gender 
identity is threatened by intimacy while female gender identity is 
threatened by separation. Thus males lend to have difficulty with 
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relationships, while females tcnc'. to have problems with indivi- 
duation, (p. 8) 

But boys have little difficulty with same-sex groups, as the activities of 
"Tom Sawyer's Gang" amply demonstrate. 

The central images of the two novels are also gender-related. Twain 
sets his story on the mighty Mississippi. The raft is a portable home- 
disposable, portable, pitchable. It lets Huck stay on the move. In Anne 
of Green Gables, the image is one of settlement, a garden with trees, 
reminiscent of Eden: the island is "the bloomiest place" (p. 13). On 
her first night with Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert, Anne says she could 
even sleep in a cherry tree: 

I'm very glad to sec you [Matthew Cuthbert]. I was beginning to 
be afraid you weren't coming for me and I was imagining all the 
things that might have happened to prevent you. I had made up 
my mind that if you didn't come for me tonight I'd go down the 
track to that big wild cherry-tree at the bend, and climb up into 
it to stay all night, (p. 11) 

Forsaking life as a dryad, Anne comes to revere Green Gabies; Huck 
has no such attachment to a place. Reflected in Anne and Huck is the 
tension in society: stability versus mobility, roots versus wings. 

Gender Differences in the Personal Essay 

Gender differences can illuminate the American novel, as I hope I 
have shown. They can also illuminate and enrich our teaching of the 
personal essay. Comparing Joan Didion's "On Going Home" (1967) 
and E. B. White's "Once More to the Lake" (1941) reveals different 
gender-based perspectives. First, the similarities: Didion takes her 
daughter home; White takes his son to the camp of his boyhood. Both 
writers convey the pang of the realization of time's passing, the loss of 
childhood, and the chilling realization that death is closer at midlife 
than at adolescence. Next to Quintana's crib, Didion muses. 

She is an open and trusting child, unprepared for and unaccus- 
tomed to the ambushes of family life, and perhaps it is just as 
well that I can offer her liulc of that life. I would like to give her 
more. I would like to promise her that she will grow up with a 
sense of her cousins and of rivers and of her great-grandmother's 
teacups, would like to pledge her a picnic on a river with fried 
chicken and her hair uncombed, would like to give her home for 
her birthday but we live differently now and I can promise her 
nothing like that. 1 give her a xylophone and a sundress from 
Madeira, and promise to tell her a funny story (p. 169) 
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Similarly, at the. Maine camp where his father took the family every 
August, White realizes his son's vulnerability as his son decides to join 
other campers and swim in the rain: 

He pulled his dripping trunks from the line where they had hung 
all through the shower and wrung them out. Languidly, and with 
no thought of going in, 1 watched him, his hard little body, skinny 
and bare, saw him wince slightly as he pulled up around his vitals 
the small, soggy icy garment. As he buckled the swollen belt, 
suddenly my groin felt the chill of death, (p. 202) 

Both Didion and White are observers of offspring. Given that much 
in common, they then develop their essays in separate ways, predictably 
along gender lines. 

Like Anne of Green Gables, Didion expresses a love for home; she 
seems to wish she could wrap it up like a present: "I . . . would like to 
give her home for her birthday." The images are domestic: teacups and 
fried chicken. Let Old Man River roll on by: she does not want to raft 
on it, just picnic beside it. The action is sedentary, not peripatetic. Like 
Huck, White and his son have been civilized long enough to escape; 
they seek not the frontier but the past, the idyllic rural past, the forest 
"primevar' (p. 198). White's images are action-oriented, undomestic: 

We went fishing the first morning. I felt the same damp moss 
covering the worms in the bait can, and saw the dragonfly alight 
oil the tip of my rod as it hovered a few inches from the surface 
of the water. ... We caught two bass, hauling them in briskly as 
though ihey were mackerel, pulling them over the side of the boat 
in a businesslike manner without any landing net, and stunning 
irtem with a blow on the back of the head. (pp. 198-99) 

White initiates his son into what Jean McClure Kelty (1980) calls "the 
cult of the kiir* (p, 238). It is a gender-based rite, one that Ike learns 
in Faulkner's ''The Bear" that Jody learns in The Yearling, that Huck 
draws upon when, fearing Pap's violence, he kills a pig and uses its 
blood to feign his murder and cover his escape from the cabin. Yet for 
women within our culture, the mystique of the kill and the acceptance 
of it tend to be just that, a mystique— foreign to the world of Green 
Gables and of Didion and Quintana-^ 

Both Didion and White share a love of the land, a love of nature, 
even a nostalgia for simpler times. Didion's writing, though, reveals 
the dominant pattern for women's lives, a "web of relationships'' 
(Gilligan 1982, p. 32); these many connections are what Robert Frost 
calls "countless silken ties of love and thought" CThe Silken Tent"). 
They constitute a natural hope most mothers have for their daughters. 
White, on the other hand, expresses no such dream for his son. In fact, 
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bo^h White and his son seem very much alone, separate, even when 
they are together at camp, a camp reached, as Gilligan would note, by 
separation from the mother. These two essays, then, exemplify important 
gender-based cultural patterns: separation and attachment. To use 
Gilligan's (1982) terms, White's son finds (or "defines") a self via 
separation (p. 35), Didion's daughter via attachment (although Didion 
senses somewhat regretfully that Quintana's connections will be more 
limited than hers have been). 

As my doctoral adviser, Oscar M. Haugh, used to say about many 
things, "It's both/and, not either/or" So it is with gender differences: 
it is not either books about men or books about women; it is both 
books about men and books about women. The social sciences, notably 
the work of Natalie Shainess, Carol Gilligan, and Harriet Goldhor 
Lerner, offer us insights into gender differences, bit even there, further 
work is needed. As Gilligan puts it, 

The myth of Persephone . . . [leminds] us that narcissism leads 
to death, that the fertility of the earth is in some mysterious way 
lied to the continuation of the mother-daughter relationship, and 
that the life cycle itself arises from an alicmaiion between the 
world of women and that of men. Only when life-cycle theorists 
divide their attention and begin to live with women as they have 
lived with men will their vision encompass the experience of both 
sexes and their theories become correspondingly more fertile. 
(1982, p. 23) 

Humanists face a similar challenge in the exploration of not only 
gender differences but differences of the "other." Research in the social 
sciences continues to provide greater understanding about gender 
differences; as research about the same topic advances in the humanities, 
teachers and students of literature can also "Expect valuable insights. 
The American Council of Learned Societies provic'es a cogent rationale 
for such study: 

We urge that humanities programs continue to teach the great 
works of the traditional canon in relation to historical scholarship 
and critical theory. In addition, experiments with the canon should 
be the norm, not the exception, and texts representing traditionally 
marginal voices or other national contexts should always be taught, 
and for these reasons: first, because our students arc not themselves 
drawn from a singie homogeneous culture; second, because the 
nation is increasingly involved in cultural and business exchanges 
with other nations; third, because one of the humanities' most 
fundamental responsibilities is to expose and question the aes- 
thetic, moral, cultural, and epistcmological assumptiors which 
govern our behavior and our society. (Levinc ct al. 1989, p. 33) 
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As we change and enlarge the canon, we will not only change our 
students* assumptions but our own. Balancing our syllabi by gender is 
a start, but let it begin — with you, with me. 



1. For an example of how to overcome faculty resistance to stage five, see 
the model at Towson Slate University, recipient of a grant of $250,000 
from the Fund for the Improvement of Postsccondary Education, There, 
professors from many disciplines volunteered to meet once a week for 
a workshop. The codirector of the Towson State project, Elaine Hedges, 
explains the initial resistance of the faculty: '*Most faculty members 
have a lot invested, in their education, their degrees, their classes, their 
authority They ca.: have an extraordinarily defensive position. Vou 
can't force it down people's throats/' Yet, as one professor of English 
stated, "If we can change people's heads, you institutionalize it all across 
the campus — You can't lower a raised consciousness" (McMillcn 
1987, p. A17). 

1. In my research, I have noticed that women's thematic counterparts to 
men's writings lend to be delayed by a generation or so, a point worth 
exploring. 

3. The blood rile for young women is menstruation — internal, silent, and 
mysterious— celebrated in print privately as in Anne Frank's diary, if 
at all. Young adult fiction, however, is the exception. There, one does 
find this feminine counterpart to the masculine "cult of the kill." 
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